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No philosopher, one suspects, 
has ever produced so elegant, el- 
oquent, and effective an introduction 
to his own works as has Jean-Paui Sartre in 
the autobiography of his childhood appropriately 
named Words {Les Mots). Mercilessly and brilliantly, 
he has pinne*cl on his own collecting board the child that 


was himself. It would ill befit an ordinary teacher and 
writer of philosophy to try to better his performance. 

Yet if Sartre were right about the relations of man to 
man, it would be only the outsider, the third man, who 
generates these relations: who generates, in this case, 
the relation of Sartre, famous writer of fifty-five, to Jean- 
Paul, small boy of five. Or, to reduce the terms to two, 
it is, according to Sartre’s theory of literature, the reader 
who enters into a compact of freedom with the writer 
and so completes the work. 

I want, then, in the spirit of either of these 
enterprises — as third man to the Sartre-Jean-Paul rela- 
tion, or simply as reader — to take Les Mots as entree to 
the examination of Sartre’s vocation as a writer. But why 
examine this again, you may ask, when Sartre himself 
has given us so lucid and precise an account of the nature 
and origin of his calling? Because I want to show, if 1 can, 
that, in the light of that very account, Sartre is fundamen- 
tally a philosophical writer, who has sometimes embod- 
ied his arguments in literature, rather than a literary man 
who happens to philosophize. There are two reasons to 
argue at some length this rather obvious thesis. For one 
thing, Les Mots is not only a superb work of literature, 
which repays study in itself; it is, as I have already indi- 
cated, the best possible introduction to Sartre’s philoso- 
phy, both its style and its doctrine. And for another, it is 
worth arguing that Sartre is first and professionally a phi- 
losopher, because as philosopher he is a self-acknowl- 
edged “existentalist,” and existentialism has often been 
tagged (on occasion by myself among others) as more 
“literary” than “philosophical.” Sartre himself, ten years 
ago in the Critique, publicly branded existentialism an 
“ideology,” Marxism being, he swore, theonly philosophy 
of our time, with existentialism its faithttil ideological ser- 



vant. More commonly, especially among its English- 
speaking expositors, existentialism has been labeled as a 
style of literature rather than a form of philosophy, not be- 
cause it serves some higher school of thought, but 
because it is, allegedly, scarcely thought at all. It ex- 
claims instead of arguing, so it is said; it rants instead of 
analyzing. Its themes, therefore, such critics aver, are 
best expressed in novel and drama, not in the sober guise 
of philosophical reflection. Thus if you want to know what 
Heidegger as existentialist has to say (even though he has 
never been one), read Tolstoy’s Ivan Ilyich. If you want to 
know what Sartre as existential philosopher has to say, 
read his literary corpus, not his long-winded theoretical 
writings. If you want to know what the lot of them have to 
say, read Dostoyevsky, or Beckett, or heaven knows 
whom; but don’t trouble with their supposed “philoso- 
phy.” It is neither logic nor science, neither ordinary-lan- 
guage analysis nor pure, exact and exacting, phenome- 
nology. So forget it! 

Now, apart from the question of existentialism in 
general, whatever that may be, this is, for philosophically 
interested readers of the works of Jean-Paul Sartre, very 
bad advice. For the philosophical work of Sartre — Being 
and Nothingness in particular, but even, in part at least, 
that much reviled and admittedly prolix tome. The Cri- 
tique of Dialectical Reason — repays close and repeated 
attention. One may disagree with it totally, but if one likes 
philosophy and is patient, one will find in it a surprising 
wealth of subtle and ingenious argument. What more can 
a philosophical reader ask? Truth, perhaps. But for us 
smaller fry, and indeed, even for the rare original thinker 
in philosophy, one way to truth is through the errors of 
one’s great predecessors and contemporaries. Such is 
the case with Sartre. His work embodies, I believe, more 
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incisively and more ingeniousiy than any other, the intel- 
iectual crisis of our time, it is worth wrestiing with, both 
because we meet in it a phiiosophical intellect steeped, 
by training and by temperament, in the great European 
tradition, and because we can learn through it to grapple 
better with our own philosophical problems, which we 
have inherited from the same tradition. 

But back to my thesis, which is to show, on the 
ground of Sartre’s own “confession,” that he is, and in 
what sense he is, a philosophical writer. 

The epithet “man of words” that gives this chapter 
its title is adapted from the remark of Maurice Merleau- 
Ponty, Sartre’s one-time friend, critic, and passionate ad- 
mirer, that he was “too much of a writer.” That remark has 
been amply substantiated by Sartre’s own account of his 
vocation, its discovery and development. Picture the 
curiy-haired three-year-old Jean-Paul in a sixth-floor 
Paris apartment, the adored child of his young widowed 
mother, the object of approvai and admiration by the 
grandparents with whom they live: 

. . . there is no lack of applause. Whether the adults 
listen to my babbling or to The Art of the Fugue, they 
have the same arch smile of enjoyment and complicity. 

That shows what I am essentially: a cultural asset. Cul- 
ture permeates me, and I give it off to the family by ra- 
diation, just as ponds, in the evening, give off the heat of 
the day."* 

Sartre’s grandfather, Charles Schweitzer, purveys 
French culture to the Germans, German culture to the 
French. Every year he re-edits his German reader. The 
whole family shares in the suspense of waiting for the 
proofs, and murmurs soothingly when, Inevitably, he re- 
viles his publisher. His study, filled with t?ie French and 



German classics, is a cultural shrine. There are grand- 
mother’s lending library books, too, and Jean-Paul’s own 
books that his mother reads to him (“1 began my life,” he 
says, “as I shall probably end it, amidst books”), but it is 
grandfather’s study that sets the proper tone: 

In my grandfather’s study there were books every- 
where. It was forbidden to dust them, except once a year, 
before the beginning of the October term. Though I did 
not yet know how to read, I already revered those stand- 
ing stones; upright or leaning over, close together like 
bricks on the bookshelves or spaced out nobly in lines of 
menhirs. I felt that our family’s prosperity depended on 
them. They all looked alike. 1 disported myself in a tiny 
sanctuary, surrounded by ancient, heavy-set monuments 
which had seen me into the world, which would see me 
out of it, and whose permanence guaranteed me a future 
as calm as the past.^ 

Jean-Paul had to break into that closed, magic world. At 
three he learned to read: 

1 would climb up into my crib with Hector Malot’s 
No Family, which I knew by heart, and, half reciting, half 
deciphering, I went through every page of it, one after the 
other. When the last page was turned, I knew how to read 
... I was wild with joy. They were mine, those dried 
voices In their little herbals, those voices which my 
grandfather brought back to life with his gaze ... I was 
going to listen to them, to fill myself with ceremonious 
discourse, I would know everything! ^ 

It was, then, words that made him, and it was through 
words that he, creator and magician, could in turn make 
things: “. . . the Universe would rise in tiers at my 
feet and all things would humbly beg for a name; to name 
the thing wa§ both to create and take it. Without this 
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fundamental illusion 1 would never have written.” ^ How- 
ever he has changed, that “illusion” has stayed with 
him. Nor i^ it wholly an illusion, for it is his truth. It was 
through words that, for him, things acquired their reality, 
not, as for “practical” people, the other way around. 
Although, like most Parisian middle-class children, he 
spent summer vacations in the country, his reality was 
on the sixth floor, 1 rue de Goff, among the books: 


In vain would I seek within me the prickly memories and 
sweet unreason of a country childhood. I never worked 
the soil or hunted for nests. I did not gather herbs or 
throw stones at birds. But books were my birds and my 
nests, my household pets, my barn and my countryside.^ 

Even as ordinary an object as a table, he insisted later, got 
its reality from the name that evoked it. 

And if words as read had “the thickness of things,” 
so much the more power had they when, at six, he began 
to write. By the age of nine he had firmly established his 
calling as a writer. If, as he had thought, “to exist was to 
have an official title somewhere on the infinite Tables of 
the Word,” then “to write was to engrave new beings upon 
them or — and this was my most persistent illusion — to 
catch living things in the trap of phrases: if I combined 
words ingeniously, the object would get tangled up in the 
signs, I would have a hold on it.” ® 

He began, he says, in the Luxembourg, by charming 
himself with a bright simulacrum of a plane tree. “I 
did not observe it. Quite the contrary: I trusted to the void, 

I waited. A moment later, its true foliage would suddenly 
appear in the form of a simple adjective or, at times, of a 
whole proposition: I had enriched the universe with 
quivering greenery.” ’’ 



Not that these words were written down, or even, as 
the child supposed they would be, remembered, but they 
gave him, he says “an inkling of my future role: I would im- 
pose names.” ® If words made him, he, by naming, made 
things. Not that he really made them, of course: that is the 
illusory part of it; but what he really made was — himself. If 
he has lost the illusion that there is real efficacy in words, 
if they have lost their “thickness,” if he is convinced to the 
core of his being of his own view of the negativity of imagi- 
nation, of the emptiness of his self-made world of words, 
he still writes, and will until he dies. Why? Well, why not? 
And besides, that, he confesses, is his character. Some 
time between 1911 and 1914, the die was cast.The child of 
words made himself their maker, made himself a writer. 

What sort of writer? In terms of his own relation to 
words as he describes it, and in terms of his own contrast 
between poetry and prose, one would at first suppose: a 
poet. “The poetic attitude,” he wrote in What is Litera- 
ture?, “considers words as things and not as signs.” ®The 
ordinary speaker is “beyond words and near the object, 
whereas the poet is on this side of them.” ’o For us ordi- 
nary speakers, meanings take us straight back toward 
the reality from which we had started, and which we are 
seeking to maneuver and control. Meanings for the poet, 
on the other hand, lack this practical vector; they cling 
to the words themselves. Meaning “is no longer the goal 
which is always out of reach and which human transcen- 
dence is always aiming at, but a property of each term, 
analogous to the expression of a face, to the little sad or 
gay meaning of sounds and colours. Having flowed into 
the word, having been absorbed by its sonority or visual 
aspect, having been thickened and defaced, it too is a 
thing, uncreated and eternal.” ” 

Thus for the poet “language is a structure of the ex- 
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ternal world.” He considers words, not as signs to 
guide him to others and their activities, but “as a trap to 
catch a fleeting reality. . . .” “In short,” Sartre says, 
“language is for him the mirror of the world.” But so, for 
Jean-Paul, was his grandfather’s library: “The library was 
the world caught in a mirror. It had the world’s infinite 
thickness, its variety.” ''s And when he came to write, it 
was the beings of his imagination that peopled his world. 
He lived outside ordinary things, through language, as 
poets do. Forthe poet, he was to write, “sees words inside 
out, as if he did not share the human condition, and as if he 
were first meeting the word as a barrier as he comes to- 
wards men.” ■'® That seems, to judge from his own ac- 
count, the attitude through which he himself came to lan- 
guage and to literature. 

Yet Sartre has never been a poet; he has never, 
since he began at six to compose romances, aspired to be 
one. Master of his native tongue as he can be when he 
likes, it is French prose of which he is master. True, there 
is poetry as economical in its style as Les Mots, the book 
now before us and as good an instance as any of Sartre’s 
writing at its best. True, the poet can turn ordinary words, 
even ordinary sentences, into poetry. But in Les Mots, 
working the other way around, Sartre assimilates images 
which in another’s hands might serve poetic ends, to the 
incisive economy of great prose. “Griselda’s not dead,” 
he writes at the conclusion, “Pardaillan still inhabits me. 
So does Strogoff. i’m answerable only to them, who are 
answerable only to God, and I don’t believe in God. So try 
to figure it out.” The whole story in a nutsheli, complete 
with worm inside. Or take as an example of the terseness 
and pregnancy with which he can write (notthat he always 
or even often does so) the phrases in which he embodies 
the atmosphere of the smug middle-clas& environment of 



pre-World War I, reflected in the self-satisfaction of an 
idolized child: “My grandfather believes in Progress, so 
do I: Progress, that long, steep path which leads to me.” 

But alas, as a mere philosopher I feel myself helpless be- 
fore a style, whether of poetry or prose. Read Les Mots 
and you will see: you will find set out before your eyes a 
rigid analytical frame in which a child and his environ- 
ment are held fast to view — the man of words making out 
of his own words the picture of the incipient word-magi- 
cian that was to be, and still is, himself. 

Sartre, then, is a man of words, but of prose, not po- 
etry. What sort of prose? we have next to ask. The pas- 
sages I have quoted about poetry come from his essay 
What is Literature?, originally published as a series of ar- 
ticles in Les Temps Modernes after the war, when the 
journal was new and Sartre, as its founder and editor, was 
passionately engaged in formulating its mission and pre- 
senting it to the world. In the pages of Les Temps Mo- 
dernes he contrasted the detachment of the poet, insula- 
ted from action by words and images, with the commit- 
ment — primarily the social commitment — of the prose 
writer. The poet, iikethe painter, Sartre believed, may 
dwell in his creation; so may his reader or viewer. Prose 
writing, he insisted, lacks that moment of passivity. It is 
first and last a compact between two freedoms, the 
writer’s and the reader’s. The prose writer wants by his 
writing to act on others, and to enjoin upon them action 
in their turn. Admittedly, the exact role of the 
writer varies from society to society. He may have — and 
had in the Middle Ages or in the French seventeenth cen- 
tury — the task of upholding the established order; he may 
have, and more appropriately has, the role of proto-re- 
volutionary. It is he who holds up to critical light the 
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inequities of his own society, even of his own class, 
and so, indirectly, calls for change. 

Is Sartre, then, a prose writer in this sense? In his 
own account of the vocation which, from childhood, 
shaped his character we have seen how his relation to 
language, his life of imagination, cut off as it was from 
everyday reality, resemble the state, in his literary theory, 
of the poet. Yet, on the other hand, his picture of the young 
Jean-Paul romancing in the shadow of Charles Schweit- 
zer’s library is also the picture of the writer who seeks and 
needs a public. For one thing, the vocation imposed on 
him by his elders (“He will be a writer’’) was a social role. 

A conservative role, to be sure, as they saw it: he would be 
a teacher, like his grandfather, and supplement his salary 
by his pen, all safely inside and on behalf of the cultural es- 
tablishment. More important: the child himself, if we be- 
lieve Sartre’s reconstruction, always thought of his pro- 
ductions as performances for an audience. He wanted, he 
says, to give men the reading matter they desired. In his 
mind’s eye he saw his own great-nephew, round about 
1980, poring over and admiring the message of his works. 

It was, it seems, one freedom calling to another yet un- 
born, a variant at least of the prose writer as conceived in 
What is Literature? 

And of course, much of Sartre’s production does fit 
this formula, appealing, not indeed to posterity, but to his 
contemporaries, as, according to his own theory, the 
writer is supposed to do. His best short stories embody 
social themes: the civil war theme of loyalty and betrayal 
in “The Wall,” the bad faith of the bourgeoisie and con- 
trasting apparent good faith of madness in “The Room,” 
anti-Semitism in “L’Enfance d’un Chef.” In each case the 
writer puts before us a social commitment and a critique 



of society to which, in reading him, we in turn are to com- 
mit ourselves. His plays, too, clearly exemplify the char- 
acter of the new theater as set forth in What is Literature? 
Not individual characters, but ideas themselves, he tells 
us there, now walk upon the stage. It is the ideological, 
political arena that we enter when we watch a play. It is 
political and social issues that the dramatist has personi- 
fied and that the audience relives in watching. True, the 
issues change as Sartrean theater and thought develop. 

In The Flies, Orestes seeks his act; the characters of 
Huis-Clos embody hell-as-the-others. These plays repre- 
sent through action the Sartre of Being and Nothingness, 
the doubter of humanity, as he puts it in Les Mots, who 
proved man impossible but as doubter presumed to claim 
exemption from his own proof. Later, when he turned 
more explicitly to the external, material and social condi- 
tions, even (almost) determinants, of individual action, he 
put upon the stage more explicitly political conceptions. 
This is clear in Les Mains Sales, where party loyalty is at 
issue, in La Putain Respecteuse, where American racism 
is the theme, and so on. But the archetype of appeal from 
freedom to freedom is still exemplified. 

Yet there is something — indeed, there are several 
things — wrong with this picture. For one, there is some- 
thing too contrived about the theory of What is Literature? 
itself. As with much of Sartre’s theoretical writing, the 
aperqus are many, yet the theme is too self-conscious, too 
abstract. Merleau-Ponty remarked that while of course 
the writer can write about writing, the painter cannot (at 
least not quite so directly) paint about painting. But do 
writers who are primarily imaginative writers, makers of 
literature, not of argument, write so reflectively about 
their works? Poets don’t. When Emily Dickinson writes 
poetry about-writing poetry, it is the poem that speaks to 
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US, and the poet speaks from within it; it is not the reflec- 
tion of the poet that speaks to us over and above the 
poem. Sartre might agree; but the prose writer, he in- 
sisted in the 1940’s, is someone quite different — and so, 
in his recent essays on Flaubert he still seems to insist. 

Is that correct? Is the novelist really so very different 
from the poet in his relation to his language on the one 
hand and to experience on the other? Granted, the lyric 
poet evokes, ideally, a moment of experience in which 
language and feeling resonate almost statically with one 
another, while the novelist ideally evokes a whole world 
into which one enters with him and in which one lives, 
sharing not only the here and now, but also the formerly 
and the not-yet of his characters and their concerns. Yet 
although the temporality is different, the aspect of ind- 
welling within the work belongs to the reader, or hearer, 
in both cases. As we may feel with Yeats, for example, the 
poignancy of aging, so we live with Tolstoy in the Rostovs’ 
ballroom, with Alexey in battle, with Natasha now nearly 
eloping, at last happily examining the newest baby’s dia- 
pers. Tolstoy, no more than the lyric poet, urges us to ac- 
tion. We do contract with him; there is a compact of free- 
doms, but a compact to surrender, to see and to live, 
neither to accept a society nor to change it, but freely and 
in imagination to be there. 

In short, the literary artist, whether poet or prose 
writer, does not come from outside his own vocation with 
a theme, exemplify it through his invention, and then ask 
us to wrestle with it. From within himself he is driven to re- 
constitute his experience imaginatively in language, and 
he asks us to do so with him. There can be a theater of 
ideas, indeed, as Sartre argues and has demonstrated by 
his own practice, but the novel of ideas, it seems to me, 
hardly ever succeeds as novel. Both SartrS and Beauvoir 
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have suffered as novelists from having too clear and self- 
conscious themes which they proceed to impose upon 
their works and too clear and self-conscious ends for writ- 
ing. It was not (to use the same example) the author of 
What is Art? who wrote War and Peace and Anna, but his 
younger predecessor. Sartre, on the contrary, comes to 
his literary task, as expounded in What is Literature?, 
from the outside, reflecting in terms of abstract principles 
on what literature ought to be and deciding to do it that 
way. Visually (except perhaps for Nausea), he is a philo- 
sopher who has determined on principle that plays or 
novels are the proper thing to write. 

Besides, even it we take his own statement of the 
aim of literature at its face value, we find the vocation of 
the prose writer as he sets it out there in important ways 
unlike the calling that the young Sartre recalled in Les 
Mots had envisioned for himself. As 1 have already indi- 
cated, the one appeals to his contemporaries, the other to 
posterity. Further, while the one speaks from within a situ- 
ation, the other is essentially apart from it. 

As to the first point: the child romancer, imagining 
the destiny of his works, envisaged himself sometimes as 
discovered old and poor and belatedly acknowledged, 
but usually as dying in obscurity, leaving behind him a 
long row of volumes for the admiration of his “great- 
nephews.” (Never grandsons; make what you like of that!) 
As Sartre rationalizes that singularly unchildlike child- 
hood vision, he thought of himself as dead because he 
had no wish to live. To write, yes; to be admired, yes; but 
admired once the living writer, the maker of those immor- 
tal objects, was safely buried. That is far from the commit- 
ted writer of What is Literature?. Not, of course, that the 
account of Words must be literally true; it is too contrived 
a piece of SSrtrean existential analysis for the story to 
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have been quite like that. Yet as an account of Sartre’s vo- 
cation as a writer it has much more plausibility than does 
his theory of committed literature, of the writer as “per- 
manent revolutionary.” True, the author of Being and 
Nothingness, turning to political thought, must and can 
only become a revolutionary theorist: against the alleged 
values of his, or any so far extant, society, seeing human 
relations as he does in terms of alienation, oppression, 
conflict. But the kind of revolutionary he is and has be- . 
come is not the natural outgrowth of a deep historical 
commitment; it is rather the necessary logical conse- 
quence of the way in which, in Being and Nothingness, 
and even in his early literary work (notably Nausea) he 
sees human freedom as the for-itself over against an 
alien-in-itself, radically in opposition to it, complete, yet 
completely other. This Sartrean freedom, total, yet so to- 
tally denial of what it is not and of what is not it, this free- 
dom is the freedom of a Cartesian intellect. Beauvoir says 
of herself and Sartre when they were students: “We were 
encouraged by Cartesian rationalism, ... we believed 
ourselves to consist of nothing but pure reason and pure 
will.” Descartes opened his Meditations (published 
when he was forty-five) “happily free of all cares and dis- 
turbed by no passions.” His aim, it will be recalled, was to 
put aside all his former opinions, all his youthful preju- 
dices, and to make a wholly new beginning in the cold 
clear light of an emancipated reason. This is the freedom 
of an adult intellectual, of an adult, indeed, who seems 
never to have been a child. And, Les Mots tells us, that is 
just what Sartre never was. True, he had eventually some 
ordinary years as a day boy at school. But that was not 
what counted most in making him the writer he is. What 
counted was the leap to the imagined oeuvre as the objec- 
tification of the finished life. If the man has changed, as he 
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insists he has, if he found, in the war and the resistance, in 
the injustices of postwar years, in Algeria and Vietnam, in 
Stalinism and Hungary, a social and political situation 
which he had to face; if he became, as he hoped, a writer 
for his day, nevertheless, his character — and his mind — 
are still that of the word-spinner cut off in time from the 
world around him, in a future which he can “totalize” pre- 
cisely because it is separate in time from the day-to-day 
occupations that he has yet to live. 

If, further, Sartre was cut off in time from his own 
“childhood” years, he was separated in space as well 
from his contemporaries. There he is, sitting with his 
mother on a bench in the Luxembourg, a puny wall-eyed 
child, detesting his own ugliness. (Why, he used to ask 
himself, must I always see that same face in the mirror 
every day?) Round about the affectionate pair other boys 
are playing together. Don’t you want to play with them? 
asks Anne-Marie. No, says Jean-Paul. Shall I ask their 
mothers if you could play with them? Doubly no! The vi- 
sion is devastating. But then there is his own world, 1 rue 
de Goff, up on the sixth floor, where he is himself, ruler 
and creator, where he reads his books and writes his ro- 
mances: 

When my mother took me to the Luxembourg Gardens — 
that is, every day — I would lend my rags to the lowlands, 
but my glorious body did not leave its perch; I think it’s 
still there. Every man has his natural place; its altitude is 
determined by neither pride nor value; childhood decides. 

Mine is a sixth floor in Paris with a view overlooking the 
roofs. For a long time I suffocated in the valleys; the 
plains overwhelmed me: I crawled along the planet Mars, 
the heaviness crushed me. I had only to climb a molehill 
for joy to come rushing back; I returned to my symbolic 
sixth floor; there I would once again breathe the rarefied 
air of belles-lettres.^® 
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Of course, this description is not to be taken too literally. 
Sartre has his place also in Paris, not only on the sixth 
floor rue de Goff. The locales of Being and Nothingness, 
that cafe from which Pierre is absent, that apartment 
where Pierre hopes to dominate Therese or Ther^se 
Pierre, the Luxembourg itself; they are also Sartre. So is 
Rousseau, the Bastille, the Terror, so is the Fall of France, 
the Resistance, French Colonialism, the French Commu- 
nist Party which he never joined: he is part and parcel of 
all these and they of him. But also Parisian is the very 
quality of his detachment: these roofs have an otherness, 
a belonging in otherness, that no other roofs could have. 
Compare, for instance, Sartre’s relation to Paris with that 
of Joyce to Dublin. (Admittedly, Joyce belongs to the cat- 
egory, despised by Sartre, of “poet-novelist” or “novel- 
ist-poet,” but the comparison is perhaps for that very rea- 
son so much the more apt.) Joyce, who was of course 
more literally an exile, never returned to his city after 
1909. When asked why he never went back to the place 
that so haunted him, he answered: “Have I ever left it?” 
Sartre has lived all his life in Paris and one cannot imag- 
ine him elsewhere, yet his being of it is a looking down 
upon it, a detachment such as only a Weltstadt, perhaps 
only Paris, would permit. That is partly the difference be- 
tween Dublin and Paris. Yet it is also the difference, I 
think, between an artist (poetic prose writer, or prose- 
writing poet, as you like), and a philosopher. The one, 
though in self-imposed exile, has never left his city; the 
other, at home, is always on the sixth floor, not quite down 
there at all. 

That Sartre’s relation to writing is reflective and 
philosophical is confirmed by an interview on “The Artist 
and his Language,” in which he describes to his interlocu- 
tor his own attitude to words.^i He does not live in Ian- 
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guage, he says. Nor has he interiorized it, so as to gesture 
with it, to use it simply; he possesses words. Egged on by 
his questioner, he explains this out of the peculiarity of his 
bourgeois childhood. “Property” is of course a bourgeois 
category. Words were his peculiar property because, he 
says, they were all the child Jean-Paul possessed. Living 
with his grandparents, without his own home, he became 
the proprietor of — the French language. The explanation 
is too pat; but the fact it seems to explain is important. For 
Sartre neither sets words between himseif and things, to 
dwell in them poeticaily, as it were, nor does he simply 
use them as transparent signs, as his committed writer 
ought to do. They are his portable property; he manipu- 
lates them, he controls them. They serve neither to evoke 
images nor to point out paths of action. They are the wise 
man’s counters; they convey concepts. Their primary use, 
in other words, is phiiosophicai. 

Not, of course, that Sartre is oniy a philosophical 
writer. Far from it. He himself remarks in the same inter- 
view: “i write so many ianguages,” 22 the ianguages of 
literature, of the theater, of philosophy. But his own de- 
scription here of phiiosophicai styie is precisely the 
description of the proprietor of words, who uses them as 
his own instruments in order from them to come to things. 
He distinguishes philosophical from scientific ianguage 
by suggesting (not quite correctly, but that’s beside the 
point) that scientific concepts have been stripped whoiiy 
of the ambiguity of natural language. Philosophical lan- 
guage, on the contrary, has a residue of ambiguity. The 
phiiosopher does not relish this unciarity of sense, how- 
ever, as does the poet — who, indeed, lives by it. The phi- 
losopher tries to clarify and purify his concepts so that 
through them he can cometotherefiective understanding 
of experience itself. That is the sixth-fioor attitude, to the 
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life. Armed with one’s verbal tools, one comes down occa- 
sionally to look and measure, and even to share up to a 
point, then one goes back to one’s perch aloft, sharpens 
and refines the tools themselves, the better to cope with 
one’s littie excursion below, and looks out over the roofs 
with a serene and distant understanding of the scurryings 
they conceal. 

That is a caricature of philosophy if you like, though 
no more so than Lucretius’ “well-fortified sanctuaries, 
built up by the teachings of the wise, whence you may look 
down from the height upon others and behold them all 
astray. . . .’’ But my point is twofold. First, whatever his 
undeniable powers as dramatist or prose stylist, Sartre’s 
attitude to language is primarily reflective and 
philosophical rather than literary. And secondly, his atti- 
tude to language reveals him, not only as a philosopher, 
but as this philosopher. Both the manner and the matter of 
his philosophy are just what one would expect of the au- 
thor, and subject, of Les Mots, and his story of the birth of 
his vocation sheds on his philosophy a most gratifying 
light. Much that was obscure becomes clear once one 
reads Les Mots; much that was clear but infuriating ap- 
pears inevitable and coherent, even if not therefore true. 

Philosophy, being sustained reflection on experi- 
ence or some sector of experience, must be detached and 
must be abstract. But the detachment and the abstraction 
of Sartre’s philosophical method are extreme. That 
seems a strange remark to make about an “existen- 
tialist.” For “existentialism” is supposed somehow to 
deal with “concrete situations,” to avoid the speculative 
system-building or the detached analytical ingenuities of 
other philosophical styles. Besides, apart from slogans 
like “man is a useless passion,” which, Sartre himself ad- 
mits, are literary intrusions into what should be a purely 
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conceptual structure, what is most striking at first sight 
about his philosophical magnum opus is precisely his 
concrete descriptions; one misses Pierre at the cafe, one 
is discovered listening at the keyhole, one throws down 
one’s rucksack too tired to hike further, and so on. Yet if 
we look more carefully we find that these phenomenolog- 
ical jewels are carefully placed in the setting of a highly 
abstract and ingenious argument. The major premise is; 
there is no human nature. The tools with which Sartre 
elicits the consequences of this starting point are the two 
concepts of his title; being and nothingness. I am, I make 
myself, as nihilation, as the denial of being; being is what I 
am not, by its very being it threatens me with non-being, 
yet not-being-it is precisely what I am. Even within con- 
sciousness the very “nature” of my being (which of 
course is precisely not a “nature”) is to want: to be what I 
am not and to not be what I am. Out of the most abstract of 
dialectical contraries, being and nothing, positive and 
negative, inner and outer, self and other, Sartre has built 
his own philosophical edifice. It is as if one tried to con- 
struct the whole of Hegel’s dialectic out of its first two 
steps, being and non-being. Anything else would compro- 
mise the self-contained isolation of the sixth-floor world. 

Indeed, Sartre’s early philosophical development 
seems to consist of a series of negative insights, or in- 
sights into negativity. Or if that is too sweeping a state- 
ment, there are at any rate two steps in his development 
which are clearly negational in character, and a third that 
is easily assimilated into the peculiar brand of “negative 
dialectic” that was to come. 

Sartre spent a year in the French House in Berlin in 
1934-1935. There he studied Husserl, and the lesson he 
derived from phenomenology was; that the ego is an illu- 
sion. This at least is the thesis that he developed in The 
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Transcendence of the Ego, published in 1936.23 Like all 
good Frenchmen, he had set out from the Cartesian co- 
gito, the “I think” which was for Descartes the starting 
point of all knowledge. This was meant to be a self-con- 
tained moment of consciousness. I am thinking about my 
thinking; subject and object are, in this indubitable mo- 
ment, directly and indubitably at one. Husserl had shown, 
however, that all consciousness is intentional; it is of — an 
object (not a real object, that’s beside the point — but of a 
target of my consciousness which alone makes it the con- 
sciousness it is). In itself, consciousness is an empty 
locus. Consciousness, for Sartre, however (being still 
Cartesian, even if drained of its content), is also momen- 
tary. I am no Cartesian substance; I have to make myself; 
but I make myself ex nihllo at every moment. Thus there is 
no stable ego, no self with a history. The real I is empty, 
the full I a mistake. For Sartre, then, the lesson of Hus- 
serl’s intentionality is: that nothing has been inserted into 
the cogito, and dwells at the very heart of its being. Noth- 
ing is the engine that makes it run. 

During these same years Sartre had been commis- 
sioned to write a survey of theories of imagination (also 
published in 1936), a survey which led him to develop his 
own conception of the imaginary. (The original part o^ the 
work, rejected by the first publisher, was published 
separately in 1939). 2^ Here again, indeed, even more em- 
phatically than in The Transcendence of the Ego, negativ- 
ity is the operative concept. What is imagined is not. The 
life of imagination is the life of denial, of de-tachment par 
excellence. The work of consciousness, creation at every 
moment out of nothing, is also, in the thing created by the 
imagination of the artist, creation of nothing. Sartre has 
held faithfully to this view. Thus two of his most admired 
artists are, in the verbal arts. Genet and, in the visual, Gia- 
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cometti. In Genet the “absence of connection with exter- 
nal reality,” he writes 


is transfigured and becomes the sign of the demiurge’s 
independence of his creation, ... In the realm of the im- 
aginary, absolute impotence changes sign and becomes 
omnipotence. Genet plays at inventing the world in order 
to stand before it in a state of supreme indifference.^^ 


And Giacometti, he remarks, “became a sculptor be- 
cause he was obsessed by vacuum.” “Ironic, defiant, 
ceremonious and tender,” Sartre writes, 

Giacometti sees empty space everywhere. Surely not 
everywhere, you will say, for some objects touch others. 

But this Is exactly the point. Giacometti is certain of noth- 
ing, not even that. For weeks on end, he has been fasci- 
nated by the legs of a chair that did not touch the floor. 
Between things as between men, the bridges are broken, 
and emptiness seeps in everywhere, every creature con- 
cealing his own.26 

In any medium, to imagine is to deny the real world, to 
make one’s own non-space. 

Yet all action is in the world; if the ego is empty, it is 
because my consciousness is out there, in things. To 
imagine is to make un-things which are nevertheless pos- 
ited as negations of — the real. My being in itself is empty; 
it is wholly out there in the world, but as action: as wanting 
to make the world other than it is, in order, by that making, 
to make myself other. Thus my action, which is all I really 
am, is also negationai; it is basically a posture of other- 
ing, of making what is — and thereby myself, who am 
nothing but my relation to that being out-there that I am 
not — of making what is into what it is not, or conversely of 
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making what is not into what is. This conception of the fi- 
nality of human being, which is fundamental to Sartrean 
philosophy, already lies at the basis of the third essay I 
want to refer to here: his Sketch of a Theory of the Emo- 
tions, published in 1939. 

Emotion, Sartre argues there, is magical behavior, 
or more exactly, it is “an abrupt drop of consciousness 
into the magical.” 27 i am always in the world, always act- 
ing to make myself over against the demands of the world. 
But the world has traps in it. It’s like a pinball machine; 
you put in a coin, the balls start running here and there, 
but sometimes they run into blind alleys, fall into holes — 
anything but hit the jackpot. Ordinarily, of course, the 
metaphor of a game of chance is not quite accurate, for 
we treat the things in our world as manageable on the 
whole, we set ends and work toward them. Sometimes, 
however, the difficulties are too great; there is no rational 
action we can take. Sartre gives an example, or better a 
relatively trivial analogue: 

I extend my hand to take a bunch of grapes. I can’t get 
it; it’s beyond my reach. I shrug my shoulders. I let my 
hand drop, I mumble, “They’re too green,’’ and I move 
on. All these gestures, these words, this behavior are not 
seized upon for their own sake. We are dealing with a lit- 
tle comedy which I am playing under the bunch of 
grapes, through which I confer upon the grapes the char- 
acteristic of being “too green’’ which can serve as a sub- 
stitute for the behavior which I am unable to keep up. At 
first, they presented themselves as “having to be picked.” 

But this urgent quality very soon becomes unbearable be- 
cause the potentiality cannot be realized. This unbearable 
tension becomes, in turn, a motive for foisting upon the 
grapes the new quality “too green,” which will resolve 
the conflict and eliminate the tension. Only I cannot con- 
fer this quality on the grapes chemically. I cannot act 
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upon the bunch in the ordinary ways. So I seize upon this 
sourness of the too green grapes by acting disgusted. I 
magically confer upon the grapes the quality I desire. 


Here, he says, “the comedy is only half sincere.” But if the 
situation is more serious, and the incantation seriously 
meant (though not, be it noted, grasped reflectively, with 
full consciousness), then emotion results. Take the ex- 
ample of fear: 


I see a wild animal coming toward me. My legs give way, 
my heart beats more feebly, I turn pale, I fall and faint. 
Nothing seems less adapted than this behavior which 
hands me over defenseless to the danger. And yet it is a 
behavior of escape. . . . Here the fainting Is a refuge. 

. . . Lacking power to avoid the danger by the normal 
methods and the deterministic links, I denied it. I wanted 
to annihilate It. The urgency of the danger served as mo- 
tive for an annihilating intention which demanded magical 
behavior. And, by virtue of this fact, I did annihilate it as 
far as was in my power. These are the limits of my magi- 
cal action upon the world; I can eliminate it as an object 
of consciousness, but I can do so only bv eliminating 
consciousness itself.^^ 

Of course not every emotion is quite like this: there is ac- 
tive as well as passive fear — I may run away. I can grieve, 
too, either actively or passively. Basically, however, the 
structure is always the same. Either “consciousness is 
degraded and abruptly transforms the determined world 
in which we live into a magical world” or — as In horror — 
“the world itself sometimes reveals itself to conscious- 
ness as magical Instead of determined, as was expected 
of it.” 30 

Thus emotion appears as an escape-mechanism, a 
sharp alternative to the rational control of my environ- 
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? 

merit. Its paradigm case is hysteria, or a child’s tantrum: if 
you can’t have the candy, scream! I have to act in the 
\A/orld, and if I can’t act in a straightforward instrumental 
fashion, then I re-act: I cast a spell, I become a magician 
and the world becomes the kind of world that a magician 
needs. I make myself afraid and the world fearful; I make 
myself angry and the world infuriating. 

This seems, at first sight, an all-or-none alternative 
of the same kind that we have found, in different contexts, 
in The Transcendence of the Ego and The Imaginary. Al- 
though the essay on the Emotions is intended to be phe- 
nomenology, or phenomenological psychology, its spirit is 
dialectical. Emotion is action as the refusal of action, the 
active anti-action of the sorcerer. But surely, one may ob- 
ject, the alternative of rationality vs. magic is not one rec- 
ognized by the person who feels the emotion at the time 
he feels it, so how can this be correct phenomenology? 
Sartre in fact sees this very clearly. Emotion is a structure 
of consciousness, he argues, but not of self-conscious- 
ness. It is a structure of non-reflective, non-thetic con- 
sciousness which accompanies and underlies the central 
thrust of awareness. This is a theme elaborated in Being 
and Nothingness, perhaps the principal conceptual link 
that ties Sartre’s abstract dialectic to the real flow of real 
experience, as, he says in Les Mots, the elevator at 1 rue 
de Goff tied his imaginative eyrie to the street below. 

I shall return to the problem of non-thetic conscious- 
ness and its role in Sartre’s philosophy of man when we 
come to Being and Nothingness. Both there and here, in 
these preliminary writings, however, it is the all-or-none 
spirit of Sartrean dialectic that prevails. I make myself 
each moment ex n/Tr/Vo; in imagination what I make is also 
— nothing. Emotion is action as the denial of action. All 
my ways of being, as he was to put it in Being and Noth- 
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ingness, manifest freedom. Why? Because they are all 
ways of being my own nothingness. Action itself is always 
negating: making what-is-not be and making what-is-not- 
be. And emotion, the exorcising of the world, the negation 
of action, is still the action of negating. And so on. 

Man of words, indeed! A juggler of words, perhaps, 
who means next to nothing by them? Faced with this sort 
of conceptual ping-pong, as it looks to be, one can sympa- 
thize with the student who described the subject-matter 
of contemporary continental philosophy as “perfectly 
perverse.” But in philosophy even perversity, when per- 
fected, can be, not only entertaining, but illuminating. It is 
astonishing what a complex and intricate structure Sartre 
has built out of his over-detached, almost nihilistic start- 
ing point. Assimilating for his own uses, yet with rare un- 
derstanding, the philosophies of the past, he has pro- 
duced in Being and Nothingness one of the 
treasure-houses of Western philosophy: a text one re- 
turns to again and again, not only for its catch phrases or 
for its strange truncated dialectic or for its occasional 
pieces of brilliant phenomenological description, but for 
the subtlety of its detailed arguments. It is surprising how 
complex and delicate this web of abstract words can be, 
and, indeed, how many real problems, out of its very de- 
tachment, it catches in its net. It is not only himself that the 
man of words, in Words, has caught (to change metaphors) 
in his pitiless mirror. In the conceptual mirror of man 
that he has set before us in his philosophical writing, al- 
though there is a basic distortion, an obsession with noth- 
ingness that strangely transforms the realities, there is 
also, even in the very set of the disproportions, much that 
is revealed. 

Let Words have the last word. The man of the sixth 
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floor describes his career, both its constancy and its 
change: 

Today, April 22, 1963, I am correcting this manuscript on 
the tenth floor of a new building: through the open win- 
dow I see a cemetery, Paris, the blue hills of Saint Cloud. 
That shows my obstinacy. Yet everything has changed. 
Had I wished as a child to deserve this lofty position, my 
fondness for pigeon-houses would have to be regarded as 
a result of ambition, of vanity, as a compensation for my 
shortness. But it’s not that; it wasn’t a matter of climbing 
up my sacred tree: I was there, I refused to come down 
from it. It was not a matter of setting myself above human 
beings: I wanted to live In the ether among the aerial si- 
mulacra of Things. Later, far from clinging to balloons, I 
made every effort to sink: I had to wear leaden soles. 
With luck, I occasionally happened, on naked sands, to 
brush against submarine species whose names I had to 
invent. At other times, nothing doing: an irresistible light- 
ness kept me on the surface. In the end, my altimeter 
went out of order. I am at times a bottle imp, at others a 
deep-sea diver, often both together, which is as it should 
be in our trade, I live in the air out of habit, and I poke 
about down below without much hope.^i 


For those of us who live down below, the results are worth 
studying, on both levels. 



introduction 


Sartre, we have argued, 
is in the first instance a phiiosoph- 
ical, rather than imaginative, writer. He 
works with concepts first and moves from 
and through them to experience. The philoso- 
pher, however, does not snatch his concepts out of 
thin air. In large part, he inherits them. Retakes what men 



have thought or are thinking and molds it into anewshape. 
Even his innovations — concepts christened with new 
names — usualiy have some affinity with the problems 
of his predecessors, and, as he sees it, their erroneous 
solutions. Ever since Plato, or even Parmenides, Western 
philosophy has been firmly rooted in its own history. Sartre 
is no exception. The derivations of his thought are clear, 
and clearly acknowledged. 

At the same time, one must admit that, from Plato on- 
ward, original philosophers, though philosophizing in one 
way or another out of the history of philosophy, have often 
been bad historians. What they want, after all, is not so 
much to understand their predecessors as to use them. 
They have their own problems, which, though generated 
by the tradition, have been transformed by their own time 
and character. Using the concepts and arguments of the 
past for their own purposes, they fail to see and under- 
stand them as such, as the historian must try to do. In this 
respect, Sartre is an exception. He does indeed use the 
thinkers of the past (and present) for his own ends, but at 
the same time he sees them with extraordinary clarity. In 
his references, say, to Kant or Spinoza, he not only uses 
their thought as a springboard for his own, but also ex- 
hibits a solid and scholarly penetration into their princi- 
ples and views. His relation to Marx is less straight- 
forward, as we shall see, but in general one finds in his 
philosophical works an interweaving of themes in which 
the original strands stand out forthemselves with unusual 
distinctness, while at the same time they are being 
worked into a characteristically Sartrean pattern. 

Compare Sartre in this respect with Heidegger. 

Much more than Sartre, Heidegger considers himseif a 
philosopher in and of the history of Western thought. 
Sartre does, indeed, take Descartes’s cogito as a neces- 
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sary starting place; but to the tradition before that dra- 
matic turning point he seems to be indifferent. Besides, 
he takes even the cogito as an eternal, not a historical, ab- 
solute. Heidegger’s thought, on the contrary, is rooted in 
the first historical soil of Western thought — in the mean- 
ings of “truth” and “being” at the very beginning of our 
intellectual history. If he seeks “the destruction of meta- 
physics,” he does so, not for any crass positivistic 
purpose, but out of reverence for history as such. For what 
he wants is to renew the beginning of Western thought it- 
self. He wants to get back into the tradition so deeply that 
he can teach us how to live again its profound and fateful 
source. Yet from the point of view of historical scholar- 
ship, Heidegger is, in the main, a scandalous historian. 

His Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, for example, il- 
luminating though it can be, if used judiciously, for the 
study of the first Critique, is nine-tenths Heidegger. Much 
of his treatment of Greek philosophy, in the Introduction 
to Metaphysics, for example, is based on far-fetched 
etymologies embedded in the pompous profundities of 
the German Herr Professor at his worst. Though histori- 
cally oriented, Heidegger is no “historian.” 

Admittediy, Heidegger himself would dismiss any 
demand for “scholarly accuracy” as superficial and irrel- 
evant. It is a much deeper historicity, the very destiny of 
Being, that he is after. And woe betide us, not him, if we 
fail to follow him. So be it. My point is simply that Heideg- 
ger’s “history,” though at the heart of his method, is 
scarcely recognizable as history to the ordinary student 
of Western thought. Sartre, on the other hand, although he 
does not see his philosophical task as explicitly histori- 
cal, appears to the philosophically schooled reader as, 
not only an original thinker, but, in a more humdrum way, a 
thoroughly competent professional philosopher with a 
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sound historical schooling. For this reason, the relation of 
his own thought to the philosophers he most relies on 
comes through to the reader with unusual distinctness, 
and his own method appears, not indeed simply as eclec- 
tic, but as an idiosyncratic interweaving and re-making of 
familiar concepts and themes. It should help us, there- 
fore, in approaching his philosophical work to look first at 
the use he makes of other thinkers both past and present. 

Sartre’s major predecessors — that is, the philoso- 
phers he most relies on in his own reflections — may be di- 
vided into two groups: Descartes and the phenomenolo- 
gists on the one hand, and the dialecticians on the other. I 
am taking “phenomenology” here as the name of the 
school derived from Husserl and “dialectic” as designat- 
ing the method of Hegel and his successors. True, one 
of Hegel’s major works is also entitled “Phenomenology” 
(i.e.. The Phenomenology of Mind), but it is from the mod- 
ern “phenomenological method” that Sartre’s practice 
derives, while it is the dialectical aspect of Hegel’s philos- 
ophy that he adopts. Granted, the contrast I am making 
may, historically, be unfair to Hegel as phenomenologist; 
but in terms of influences on Sartre it is certainly plausi- 
ble, and in terms of the major emphasis of Hegel’s devel- 
oped system it seems to me also not only permissible, but 
on the whole correct. 

Descartes holds a peculiar position in this contrast. 

It is a residuum of Cartesian metaphysics which both lim- 
its the scope of Sartre’s phenomenology and, in large 
measure, dictates the subject-matter as well as the style 
of his dialectic. Descartes is therefore Sartre’s first, and, 
so to speak, constitutive forerunner. Yet the Cartesian 
cogito is also, as Husserl himself insisted, the necessary 
starting point of phenomenology; so in a way Descartes 
belongs with and among the phenomenological influ- 
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ences. But it is the cogito, with the idealism inherent in it 
(much as Sartre would deny such an allegation) that fate- 
fully controls Sartre’s dialectical reasoning as well as his 
phenomenology. The shadow of Descartes, therefore, 
presides over both sides of Sartrean method. More than 
the cogito alone, moreover, it is his Cartesian starting 
point in a number of its aspects — Cartesian freedom, 
Cartesian dualism, Cartesian temporality — thatformsthe 
framework of his thinking. In other words, the influence of 
Descartes is broader and deeper than simply the influ- 
ence of the cogito as first principle and therefore of Des- 
cartes as phenomenologist or forerunner of phenomenol- 
ogy. 

With this partial asymmetry in mind, however, I shall 
take Descartes along with Husserl and Heidegger as con- 
stituting one set of influences and the three great nine- 
teenth-century dialectical philosophers, Hegel, Marx, 
and Kierkegaard, as forming another. Indeed, it can be 
seen in Sartre’s early book A Sketch for a Theory of the 
Emotions, that the first three had already formed his think- 
ing while the dialectical strand had just begun its work. 
The Emotions is a text in Cartesian phenomenology. 

Sartre there ranks himself quite by the way and automati- 
cally among those for whom the Cartesian cogito is an ab- 
solute, the necessary starting point of any sound philoso- 
phy. And in the introduction he sketches the contributions 
of Husserl and Heidegger, whose method he claims to be 
carrying forward in this essay. 

Descartes 

Sartre complains frequently about the bourgeoisie. 
He is, but hates being, a French petit bourgeois intellec- 
tual, and yet the class he despises has, he avows, never- 
theless made him what he is. But much deeper and much 
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harder to shake off in every French philosopher than the 
class he was born into is the influence of Descartes, the 
first and greatest French philosopher. Merleau-Ponty 
spent a lifetime fighting Descartes. Until very recently at 
least, Sartre never even wanted to fight him. Of course 
Sartre has long ago given up the Cartesian God. The old 
man receded into a Parisian sky one day when Jean-Paul 
was twelve or so, and he has never come back — except 
insofar as, for a committed atheist like Sartre, God has to 
be there to be denied. As a matter of fact in Being and 
Nothingness it is the traditional definition of God, causa 
sui, that man seeks to realize and cannot. But this is a Spi- 
nozistic rather than Cartesian formula, and it is probably 
Spinozistic being rather than Descartes’s non-deceiving 
manipulator of all things that Sartre has in mind. In fact, it 
seems to me, the God of the Meditations, even for Des- 
cartes, was more a device to keep the divided world to- 
gether than a genuine object of belief and worship, let 
alone a pervasive ontological foundation like the God of 
Spinoza. He is not hard to get rid of and Sartre has done 
the job thoroughly. 

Cartesian substance, too, Sartre has eliminated, 
and by the same move to atheism. It is the cogito, this mo- 
ment of my awareness which, though I doubt, even as 
doubter I must be, that is for him firm, unique, and the ful- 
crum of all philosophy. But that I as thinker am a sub- 
stance, an independentiy existing thing worthy of immor- 
tality: that thesis can be supported only by my confidence 
that God created me at conception and will conserve me 
to sing psalms to Him in the hereafter. Departing, He has 
taken the substantial immaterial self away as well. But 
doesn’t that leave the material world? Not as substantial. 
As every reader of the Meditations knows, the sixth medi- 
tation forms the weakest step in the series. That there are 
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real external things I have succeeded in doubting at the 
very start sothoroughly thatonly God can reinstate them at 
the end — and even He can vouchsafe them only “practi- 
cal,” not perfect certainty. Usually, when my mind tells me 
“my leg hurts,” it is in fact (if God’s general rules are valid, 
and they must be if He is no deceiver), that piece of stuff 
out there whose aging veins are misbehaving. But there 
are, Descartes noted, amputees whose “leg” hurts. One 
can’t be sure, as one is sure of mathematical truths, that 
the leg is there. So the whole of Cartesian cosmology, 

God and with Him the two finite substances, are easily dis- 
pensed with. Born into a late and secular century, conven- 
tionally Catholic in a Protestant household, Sartre can 
stop with the Second Meditation and let the rest go. 

It is the first two Meditations, on the contrary, that es- 
tablish the Cartesian method, that lay down as philosoph- 
ical axiom the priority of pure consciousness and with this 
axiom a small but fateful cluster of metaphysical con- 
cepts which accompany it. All these Sartre has 
assimilated to his very bones. 

First, the cogito itself : the pure consciousness of 
being conscious as the necessary beginning of philoso- 
phy. My senses sometimes deceive me; even about the 
most certain mathematical truths, given a deceiving 
demon to play tricks on me, I could be wrong. But my con- 
sciousness that I am now conscious of that conscious- 
ness — even if I were dreaming — could not be wrong. 

This self-contained now of self-consciousness is abso- 
lutely indubitable. It is the first and stable something, 
as Descartes put it, of which even the doubter of all tradi- 
tional opinions and attitudes could have no doubt. 

What Is implied for philosophical method in this 
starting point? First, the primary tool of philosophy is intu- 
ition, not argument. The cogito is not an argument: in the 
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Meditations, there is no “therefore” between “I think” 
and “1 am.” I am, I think, Descartes declares, this is true 
every time I say it. What philosophy is after is the apergus 
of consciousness into itself. True, as we shall see shortly, 
Husserl, claiming to follow Descartes’s method, will 
transform the cogito into cogitationes, the thinking into 
thoughts, and Sartre will try (with important differences) 
to follow him in this. But what is common to all three, Des- 
cartes, Husserl, and Sartre, is the insistence that philo- 
sophical knowledge begins from a pure, evident, self- 
guaranteeing intuition and remains on (or recurrently 
returns to) the intuitive level so long as it is correctly exe- 
cuted. Indeed, for Sartre, not only philosophical knowl- 
edge (though that par exceiience) but all knowledge is in- 
tuitive, as it was for Descartes. Argument is subordinate 
to insight and must be brought back to it. 

Such insight, itshould be remarked by the way, must 
be distinguished from the “understanding” (Verstehen) 
of the modern social scientist, sometimes associated with 
phenomenological method. We shall find in Sartre’s Cri- 
tique that “comprehension” (Verstehen) is a second- 
order instrument, secondary to the reflective awareness of 
the individual’s nature and destiny. Only after a series of 
complex dialectical maneuvres can we achieve the “com- 
prehension” of social functions and structures and of 
men as agents in society. The primary intuitions, the in- 
sights we have to cultivate first, are not sociological com- 
prehension, but the self-awareness of a pure reflective 
consciousness. 

For the ideal of philosophical knowledge, with 
Sartre, as with Descartes and Husserl, is absolute cer- 
tainty; “apodeicticity,” that is, necessary truth. This is not 
of course physical necessity, which is always hypotheti- 
cal, contingent upon postulates and upon given circum- 
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stances. Physical laws always say, if such and such were 
given, then so and so would happen. Nor is it logical ne- 
cessity, which says, if A, then not non-A, and so says noth- 
ing real. The necessary truth of the phenomenologist from 
Descartes through Husserl to Sartre must be luminous- 
ness itself: the self-evident. That was the basic methodo- 
logical insight of the cogito which all pure phenom- 
enologists have still to follow: they seek the self-guar- 
anteeing, the pure light of reason illuminating itself by its 
own rays and leaving out of account ali the universe out- 
side that beam. The metaphor betrays itself: for light al- 
ways falls on something, not itself — we will return to that 
point with Husserl — yet the ideal remains — only the self- 
evident is worthy of acceptance as philosophical truth. 

Empirically, however, we can easily see that the in- 
sights we have into social action, into the ordinary situa- 
tions of others’ lives and of our own — for as living 
embodied beings we have always been, since our prena- 
tal existence, dependent on others, influencing them and 
being influenced by them — we can see that these every- 
day insights fall short in their ordinary operation of such 
apodeicticity. Day by day, in our bodily situations, we are 
fallible. Even logicians and mathematicians, let alone or- 
dinary mortals, make mistakes. Three centuries after 
Descartes’s Fourth Meditation we still fail to confine our 
wills within the bounds of our understandings. We still 
judge probabilistically, we gamble and go wrong. How 
can I escape, as philosopher, this seemingly universal fal- 
libility and achieve self-evident truth? Only — again 
Sartre agrees with Descartes in the seventeenth century 
and Husserl in the twentieth — by a disciplined reflection 
which detaches the reflecting consciousness from its fac- 
tual enmeshment in the contingent givens of the factual 
world. ThaLworlcb-Sartre believes, is indeed all I have. 
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and I am always out there in it. But I philosophize by de- 
taching myself from it, setting myself, as consciousness 
conscious of itself, over against it. Only in this way can the 
necessary purity of philosophical thought be initiated or 
maintained. 

It may be objected that I am unfair to Sartre in put- 
ting him so unequivocally inside the tradition that seeks 
for philosophy unadulterated apodeictic truth. He himself 
has called Husserl’s search for necessary truth, his at- 
tempt to construct a range of apodeictic philosophical 
sciences, madness — though the madness of genius. Yet 
in the Critique Sartre himself is still seeking “apodeictic- 
ity,” and even if he never finds it (though in the Critique he 
thought he had), it remains his ideal. If it is an empty ideal, 
so much the more strenuous is his search for it, so much 
the more emphatic his insistence on the intellectual de- 
velopment that could alone implement its fulfillment. 

The peculiar detachment of the Cartesian philoso- 
pher is evident in Sartre’s case if we compare, briefly, his 
style of philosophical reflection with that of two other 
twentieth-century writers.Take, for example, C. I. Lewis, a 
philosopher very far from Sartre in method and interests. 
Lewis, too, recognized explicitly that the method of phi- 
losophy is “reflection.” But the reflective method for him 
is that of a practical man in a world of practical concerns, 
both ethical and intellectual — for the intellectual inter- 
ests even of the pure scientist are for Lewis ultimately 
linked to practice. Here we are, in this humdrum, murky 
world, trying to find out, from within, what it is all about. 
The achievements of science, the moral dilemmas of our 
fellow men, are all grist to our philosophic mill; but we 
never lose the awareness of being one of our fellows our- 
selves. From within society and its demands, we withdraw 
a little, to look around us and ask on what principles our 
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actions, both more and less immediately practical, might 
be based. But we have never radically doubted — could 
never doubt — the evidence of our bodily senses, from 
which, after ali, all our “external” information flows. The 
empirical and the conceptual, though on reflection we 
find them to be logicaily independent, are not sharply 
separated in fact and we attempt no method to achieve 
their radical separation. It is in empirical situations, both 
developments in physics and the givens of ethical life, that 
we try to separate abstractly these conceptual 
strands. Embodiment, fallibility, contingency, and immer- 
sion in the real world are all essential to this kind of prag- 
matic reflection from the start. Pure consciousness, the 
tool and the medium of phenomenology, is here neither 
the starting point of philosophical reflection nor its de- 
sideratum. 

Much closer to Sartrean philosophizing, and indeed 
deeply motivated by the need to come to grips with it, is 
the thought of Merleau-Ponty. But the same contrast ob- 
tains. For Merleau-Ponty, perception, which expresses 
my embodied being with and in the world, is what comes 
first. Perception, as he constantly argues, is primary, 
in its epistemological status and its ontological import. 
Reference to the cogito, the moment of pure reflection 
in which 1 as pure consciousness am purely aware of 
being conscious, comes late in the text of his Phenom- 
enology, and remains, in its purity, an object of thought, 
not an achievement, let alone a starting point. Here I 
am, he says, thinking about Descartes’s cogito. But 
when I think about myself thinking about the cogito — 
or about anything else — what I find is no pure conscious- 
ness at all but a situated, historical, embodied stretch 
of thinking, feeling, listening, seeing in all the ambigu- 
ity of my being-in-the-world. And Descartes’s own cogito 
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must in fact have been like that: Descartes, after all, 
was a mathematician with certain interests and aspira- 
tions — in particular, the aspiration of finding a secure 
and permanent foundation on which to build, first, math- 
ematical physics and then, flowing from it, a universal 
science. His dream of finding a new and infallible method 
of reflection was guided by his own mathematical ge- 
nius and by the confidence of the new scientists of his 
day that a revolutionary method of knowledge could and 
must be found to keep the new discoveries on a secure 
and systematic path. Only in that historical situation was 
there a Cartesian cogito. But in that situation it was not in 
fact the cogito it seemed to be. It was the claim of a histor- 
ical, thinking-and-feeling human being — a claim which, in 
its full implications, has proved, as so many of our claims 
prove, to be illusory. 

Now Sartre, of course, if he has abandoned the me- 
taphysical superstructure of the Meditations, God and 
finite substance, is also far from the intellectual interests 
of the historical Descartes. His conception of the method 
of physics (which is not Descartes’s conception of it) 
does, as we shall see in connection with the Critique, have 
a certain influence on his own method. But it is far from 
central, and at the stage of his development when he 
wrote Being and Nothingness it is hardly operative at all. 
What interests him is not what in fact interested Des- 
cartes, the discovery of a new method on which to found 
the sciences, or what was to interest Husserl, the discov- 
ery of a new method on which to found the philosophical 
sciences and, through this foundation, to justify the posi- 
tive sciences also. What interests Sartre is the cogito itself 
as the moment of pure determined self-awareness. It is 
this, in and of itself, this moment which for a more prag- 
matic or more empirically oriented thinker does not exist. 
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even as an ideal — it is precisely this moment which for 
him is the unique and necessary starting point of philo- 
sophical thought. 

But, it will be objected, the starting point of Being 
and Nothingness is not really the Cartesian cogito, totally 
aware of its own self-awareness, not the reflective cogito 
which is the first sure step to a unified science, but the 
pre-reflective cogito, a consciousness (of) self which is in 
fact self-forgetting. The example Sartre gives in Being 
and Nothingness is, counting my cigarettes: there are 
twelve. Thetically, that is, in terms of the center of my at- 
tention, it’s the cigarettes I’m thinking of, not myself as 
counting them. But if you ask me what I’m doing, I say 
automatically, "Counting my cigarettes.” So I was aware, 
though “non-thetically,” of my own consciousness as 
well as, "thetically,” or explicitly, of its object. This move 
to the non-thetic, non-focal consciousness (of) self had 
been made, in fact, already in the Transcendence of the 
Ego and The Emotions. Is not this a fundamental, non- 
Cartesian, even anti-Cartesian move? I shall of course 
return to the pre-reflective cogito and its place in Sartre’s 
philosophy when I come to analyze the argument of 
Being and Nothingness. But against this objection one 
can say here: first, Sartre does expressly take the cogito 
itself (even though he is going to transform it) as an ab- 
solute beginning. And secondly, the Sartrean cogito, 
even though it will have lost the explicitly reflective char- 
acter of the original, still carries with it many of the impli- 
cations of the Cartesian first principle. Sartre not only 
retains, as I have been arguing, the ideal of intuitive, 
detached, pure self-evident knowledge (to be attained, 
presumably, in Being and Nothingness, when he turns 
in Chapter III of Book Two, from the pre-reflective to the 
reflective level). He retains also, as I have suggested. 



45 SARTRE AND HIS PREDECESSORS: I. 


the corollaries of the cogito: Cartesian freedom, Cartesian 
dualism, and the Cartesian concept of time. In this, In- 
deed, he goes much further than does Husserl in his 
loyalty to the essential Cartesian strategy of the Medita- 
tions. Before I go on to consider Sartre’s relation to Hus- 
serl, therefore, let me look briefly at these three, Cartesian 
co-ordinates, so to speak, of his thought. 

First, freedom. God, Descartes had said, gives laws 
in the universe as a king gives laws in his kingdom. For 
Sartre, there is no God, every man is king, and king just as 
Descartes’s God was king. Man is wholly free. In his in- 
troduction to a collection of Cartesian texts, Sartre ex- 
pressly celebrates this Cartesian concept,^ and Being 
and Nothingness may itself be considered a long paean to 
Cartesian freedom. We are indeed condemned to be free: 
our destiny of freedom is a burden, for the comforting sub- 
stantiality of the Cartesian self is no longer ours to attain. 
When we try to fill our freedom in, so to speak, to give our- 
selves stability and content, we betray ourselves; we bor- 
row from elsewhere, from the past, from social convention 
and myth, we fall into bad faith. And yet we remain free: 
consciousness surging up over against the world, bring- 
ing negation into the world, making ourselves at every 
moment. No look of the Other, no torture, no past commit- 
ment can negate that fundamental fact: at every instant / 
and only I decide. Sartre says that he has changed. His 
Orestes now shocks him. He knows how determined by 
his society, his class man is. Yet even in the Critique he in- 
sists that every man is sovereign. There is, he claims, no 
foundation of sovereignty, as political theorists havetried 
to argue. Why not? Because, though through very devious 
dialectical channels, the derivation of the sovereignty of 
“the Sovereign” is from the sovereignty of man as such, 
which is total and, though always alienated, still inalien- 



46 SARTRE 


able. If you genuinely start with the cogito, that is how it 
has to be. This pure moment of consciousness, self-de- 
pendent and self-sustaining, is the first foundation of 
thought and of being, of knowledge and of reality. 

But is it? If you really start with the cogito, you start 
by cutting out aii else. The cogito, the moment of freedom, 
of self-choice, of the project through which 1 surge up as 
my self, has to be over against all that is not this moment, 
all that is not my self. To accept the cogito is to accept 
dualism, not, indeed, a dualism of substances, but a dual- 
ism of consciousness against what is rejected: the out- 
there, the extended and external, the other-than-myself- 
here-now-aware-or-myself-here-now. Within this basic, 
radical dichotomy of self and other, of act and object, as 
we have already seen and will see yet again, all Sartre’s 
thinking — however socio-political, however dialectical it 
may become — is sternly and uncompromisingly con- 
fined. Both the to-and-fro dialectic of Being and Nothing- 
ness and the more tortuous but still largely negational 
dialectic of the Critique take their direction and their 
character from this Cartesian starting point: the opposi- 
tion of consciousness as “for-itself” and the “in-itself,” 
the “mere” being, to which it is opposed. The man of the 
cogito, of detached self-consciousness, over against his 
objects, the man of the sixth floor, remains. He is still 
Orestes, making himself by his own act, for, but also 
against, his city. He is still Roquentin — however thick the 
forest of chestnut roots (even, as he calls it in the Cri- 
tique, the human forest), they are still nauseating. They 
threaten him, because as himself he has to be their Other, 
their denial, and they are his denial because he has to 
be, if he is to be at all, pure consciousness, self-making 
and self-maintaining over against all else. 

Can he so make and so maintain himself? Of course 
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not. Hence, as we shall see, the dialectical in-and-out that 
is to follow. But he can seem to — for a moment. The cog- 
ito, of course, is momentary. I am, I think, whenever \ am 
aware of thinking. Beyond thought, I need God to recreate 
me. Time itself is a string of beads, of which I have one 
only at any time. As we shall see in Being and Nothing- 
ness, the Cartesian instant haunts Sartre’s argument. 
Though he denies it, he wants it. Good faith couid exist, 
Orestes could really make himself, only if he could find 
that instant. Liketheapodeicticityof Cartesian knowledge, 
the instant remains as the ideal. And so it must for any 
pure phenomenological method whatever, even, I would 
venture to suggest, with Husserl, despite the subtleties 
of his description of temporal consciousness. For what 
is intuited as evident must be presented — and what is 
presented must be present in the present. The past is no 
more, the future is not yet, it is the unique moment of pre- 
sent truth at which phenomenological description aims. 

Again, on these three concepts — freedom, mind- 
body dualism, and the atomic concept of time — it is in- 
structive to contrast Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. 
Merleau-Ponty rejects all three of these Cartesian no- 
tions. In the first instance, he abandons dualism, seeking 
to found our being-in-the-world squarely in the thorough- 
going ambiguity of a psychophysical existence. But the 
ambivalence of our existence as embodied beings lends 
indirection and qualification also to our freedom. “We 
never see our freedom face to face.” The fact that I live in 
and out of this body and this bodily situation means that 
my choices rise up within a given set of contingent cir- 
cumstances, within what Sartre would call “facticity,” not 
over against it. Similarly, time for Merleau-Ponty is not a 
string of moments, but truly historical from the start. He 
attempts, with some modification, to follow the lead of 
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Husserl’s Inner Time Consciousness; he is certainly not in 
pursuit of a Cartesian present moment. 

Husserl 

So far I have been speaking of Sartre’s Cartesian- 
ism, which is the starting point of his phenomenological 
method ; it also provides the boundaries as well as the first 
principle for his philosophical reflections and achieve- 
ments from his first to his most recent publication: from 
the Transcendence of the Ego through the Critique to his 
work on Flaubert. In Emotions, however, and in Being and 
Nothingness as well, he makes it plain that he has derived 
a great deal also from the twentieth-century phenomenol- 
ogists Husserl and Heidegger. Having already touched on 
Sartre’s debt to Husserl in connection with Transcend- 
ence of the Ego and The Imaginary, let us now look a little 
more systematically at the connection between Sartre 
and Husserl, mediating the connections by comparing 
Descartes and Husserl. 

Descartes’s first Meditation puts into operation what 
has come to be known as the principle of methodological 
doubt. To approach a new and certain beginning of 
knowledge, he prepares the way by taking as false, for the 
time being, all opinions which he had previously ac- 
cepted on dubitable grounds. Husserl, without denying, 
even pro tern, the beliefs of ordinary life, follows an analo- 
gous method insofar as he holds such beliefs in abey- 
ance. He “brackets” the whole of “reality” as accepted by 
the natural standpoint. He performs an epoche — that is, a 
holding in suspense of everyday beliefs. He thus puts to 
one side, also, the philosophical problem of the reality of 
the external world, eliminating the transcendent, in the 
sense of what lies beyond consciousness, altogether from 
his inquiry. In this, indeed, he is more radical than Des- 
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cartes, who will try to reinstate this other-than-conscious- 
ness, both God and matter, in the third and sixth Medita- 
tions respectively. 

Secondly, beyond and before and immune to doubt, 
we find the cogito. This move, at least in the Cartesian 
Meditations, Husserl accepts, like Descartes, as the only 
proper beginning for a sound, necessary, and “scien- 
tific,” philosophy. Yet Husserl accepts Descartes’s prin- 
ciple in a spirit that is not Cartesian. His starting point is 
different from Descartes’s in two significant aspects. 

First, the cogito for Descartes is uniquely self-guarantee- 
ing because it is self-reflective. I am thinking now about 
my thinking now. The idea and its object collapse into one 
another in perfect unity. What Husserl constantly speaks 
of in his Meditations, however, is not the cogito, but cogi- 
tationes, not the “I think,” but thoughts. What character- 
izes consciousness for him is intentionality, the fact that 
thought is always directed toward a target. It is never 
purely and simply self-identical as the Cartesian cog/fo is. 
Descartes had found as his firm and secure starting point 
a unique moment of thinking cut off from anything be- 
yond its own identity with itself. Although Husserl, too, 
wants to bracket, to hold off from consciousness all that is 
not purely conscious, it is not just this uniqueself-identical 
moment he wants to examine. It is any phenomenon of 
consciousness in its unique intuited structure that inter- 
ests him. Looking at consciousness in this way, he finds, 
not a pure and collapsed self-reference in which thinking 
and thought are one, but a vastly complex structure of 
thinking and its target — a structure which can be opened 
out, he hopes, into a wide range of phenomenological sci- 
ences. This move promises not only much knowledge, but 
secondly, the avoidance of much error. Descartes 
thought to move from the cogito to transcendent objects 
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and thus he re-embarked, despite his inspired beginning, 
on the speculative metaphysic that has led so many phi- 
losophers astray. Butthe new phenomenological method, 
Husserl believes, with its self-conscious reduction, is not 
accessible to the mistaken path that Descartes takes as 
he proceeds from the cogito, via God, to reconstruct the 
world. All the discoveries of phenomenology, Husserl in- 
sists, are to remain definitively within the sphere of con- 
sciousness. There is to be no advance to dogmatic meta- 
physics, to the assertion of trans-conscious realties as 
such. There is plenty of work for philosophy to do within 
the sphere of immanence, in examining the cogitationes 
both in their active and thei r passive aspects, seeing them 
in their essential structures, and inquiring into their con- 
stitution by consciousness itself. 

How does Sartre stand in relation to all this? Al- 
though he does not start from an explicit position on ei- 
ther methodological doubt or its cousin the epoche, he 
seems to accept something like it, at least insofar as he 
begins in Being and Nothingness within consciousness, 
with the “pure phenomenon,” which could only have been 
reached by some such method. Yet he has not seriously 
executed the Husserlian reduction. He has not put himself 
faithfully on the level of consciousness so as to remain 
there. 1 shall return to this point shortly. 

Butthe chief peculiarity of Sartre’s phenomenology, 
and of his dialectic too, stems from the way in which he 
takes the cogito. For he both accepts Husserl’s revision of 
the cogito to cogitatio and refuses to accept it. Thought is 
of an object, he has argued in the Transcendence of the 
Ego, so the thinking as such is empty. Yet he cannot re- 
sign the cogito itself. If it is always of someth! ng other than 
my thinking that, in the first instance, I am thinking; never- 
theless, non-thetically, in a peripheral or submerged 
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fashion, so to speak, I am also, conscious (of) myself as 
doing so. (Remember the cigarettes already referred to!) 
Now I could of course think theticatly about my thinking 
and even about my thinking about my thinking by turning 
to a higher, reflective level. In this case the object of my 
thinking would be a previous thought or previous think- 
ing. The same move could be made by Husserl, or Des- 
cartes if he thought about it, but such reflective regres- 
sion does not alter the fundamental structure of thought 
as intentional — or, for Sartre, of the cogito as pre-reflec- 
tive. In fact, for him the regressive reflection would be vi- 
ciously infinite, could one not cut it short with hiscog/fo as 
a non-reflective absolute. And it is on this structure, the 
pre-reflective cog/fo, that the argument of Se/ng and Wofh- 
ingness rests. 

Moreover, Sartre not only retains the cogito, if in al- 
tered form; he takes the object of the cogitatio, not as the 
immanent target of thinking, but as outside it. He re- 
introduces — has never really abandoned — the Cartesian 
extended thing. He has, indeed, as we have seen, aban- 
doned its substantiality, but its sheer exteriority, its other- 
ness-than-consciousness remains. In fact, consciousness, 
emptied by the insight into intentionality, turns out to be 
nothing but the other of that otherness: the in-here as a 
negation of the out-there. The move to intentionality in 
Sartre, therefore, is not a move within consciousness 
to open up its immanent complexities; it is a leap which 
both empties consciousness and places its object tran- 
scendently out in the world. Thus Sartre seems to have 
taken from Husserl just one insight: thought is always 
of an object. At the start he has retained a pre-reflective 
cogito as surrogate for the Cartesian and has taken the 
intentional object as transcendent rather than reduced, 
thus generating out of a phenomenological base the dia-^ 
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lectic of Nothingness and Being from which no God, 
whether benevolent or deceiving, will rescue him. 

Yet Sartre is a phenomenologist. If he accepts a min- 
imum of Husserlian doctrine, he is — or at least has been 
on occasion — a superb practitioner of the descriptive 
method in philosophy. Without anticipating in detail the 
argument of Being and Nothingness, let me try to illus- 
trate if I can what this method, stripped of Husserl’s tech- 
nicalities, amounts to, and how Sartre uses it. 

The slogan of phenomenology is “back to the things 
themselves.” But “things,” of course, after the epoche, 
are not transcendent things: phenomenologists are not 
asking whether what there is is “really” mind or body or 
something different from either. They are trying to look 
without philosophical or scientific prejudice at the con- 
tent of experience as experience, both on the side of the 
experiencing, in memory as against perception or imagi- 
nation, for example, and of what is experienced, as physi- 
cal object, person, animal, art work, space, time, and so 
on. The principal function of “bracketing” from this point 
of view is to turn the phiiosopher’s attention from distract- 
ing — often even insoluble — speculative problems to the 
domain of consciousness, where he can seek to inspect 
impartially and accurately what he does unquestionably 
have: the whole field of his own consciousness as he is 
conscious of it. He can seek to describe fully and soberly 
the content of his experience and the manner of exper- 
iencing it. It is out of this medium of consciousness, after 
all, that ail the pronouncements of the so-called positive 
sciences have to be elicited. Without the consciousness 
of mathematicians, in its peculiar style and with its appro- 
priate conceptual objects, there would be no mathematics; 
without the consciousness of physicists, no physics; 
without the consciousness of social scientists, no social 
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science. It is a given style of experience, with its peculiar 
targets and its peculiar ways of taking them, that con- 
stitutes a given kind of positive science. The same goes 
for segments of the field of consciousness before and 
beyond science: aesthetic experience, religious experi- 
ence, the experience of everyday life in all its manifold 
aspects. Phenomenology as pure description is the sine 
qua non of all philosophical criticism or justification. 

“Pure description,” however, has been cultivated in 
the main by literature and psychology. If we are to take 
phenomenological description as it is intended — as phi- 
losophy, not literature or empirical science — we must 
consider briefly how it is distinguished from both of these 
— admitting that it is also, of course, connected with both. 

Phenomenologists may use examples from litera- 
ture, and the literature of consciousness lends itself pe- 
culiarly to this use. Phenomenologists like, for example, 
to quote Valery’s M. Teste. Sartre in particular borrows 
numerous descriptions from Proust. And of course, being 
an imaginative as well as a philosophical writer, he can ei- 
ther produce a story with a philosophical lesson or place 
a phenomenological description within a literary text. In 
Nausea, for example, he is doing both: writing a philo- 
sophical argument in fictional form, and using descrip- 
tions that might well find their place in a more conven- 
tional philosophical text — for instance, the description of 
listening to a hit tune on the gramophone — in the context 
of the novel. Similarly, in L’Enfance d’un Chef, the de- 
scription of the child’s consciousness in relation to his 
mother could easily be transposed into a phenomenolo- 
gical account of intersubjective experience as such. Yet 
there is a difference, even though it may be difficult to 
specify it exactly. 

For one thing, it is a question of the proportion be- 
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tween imagination and intellect. The phenomenologist 
uses his imagination systematically, and abstractly, in 
“eidetic variation.” That is, he imagines the present expe- 
rience, both its content as experienced and the manner of 
experiencing it, shifted slightly one way and another. And 
he does this in order to cultivate a vision that is primarily 
intellectual, the vision of essences as such. True, the nov- 
elist, too, however precisely he may describe the feel of 
a given conscious moment, produces a work that is also in 
some sense “eidetic.” if “Marcel’s” (or “i’s”?) conscious- 
ness or Bloom’s consciousness were only “Marcel’s” or 
Bloom’s, no one could read Remembrance of Things 
Past or Ulysses. There must be enough generality to per- 
mit imaginative participation by the reader. But in litera- 
ture, however “universal,” it is the imaginative participa- 
tion that is primary. 

Further, it is participation that the novelist has to 
seek, whereas with the phenomenologist what is sought is 
re-enactment. It is not Husserl’s “primordial world” that I 
enter into in reading his Cartesian Meditations; if I read 
Husserl seriously, it is my own consciousness that, in fol- 
lowing him, inspects itself. I am with Bloom on the way to 
Glasnevin or with the great-aunts acknowledging the gift 
of wine. In inspecting, with Husserl, the nature of the cogi- 
tatio, I am with — myself. To put it philosophically, the tool 
of the literary reader is Humean sympathy, while the tool 
of the philosophical reader is Cartesian self-awareness. 
Even when Husserl comes to the problem of intersub- 
jectivity — or when other phenomenologists like Scheler 
or Stein describe the phenomenon of “empathy” — it is 
my awareness of others as mine that is being investiga- 
ted. Thus, for literature and phenomenology, both aim 
and process differ. 

Is phenomenology, then, the same as introspective 



55 SARTRE AND HIS PREDECESSORS: I 


psychology? Husserl is emphatic in rejecting such an 
identification. And in the Emotions Sartre, too, though 
he is by no means obsessed with method as was Husserl, 
emphasizes the distinction between phenomenology and 
phenomenological psychology. It is the latter, he says, 
that he is partly practising there, but with the aim of a 
phenomenology, not a psychology, of the emotions in 
mind. Psychology, even when introspective, is an empiri- 
cal science. It asks the subject to report exactly his con- 
scious state under certain contingent experimental con- 
ditions. Admittedly, the phenomenologist may sometimes 
seem to be doing the same thing. In his lectures on “First 
Philosophy,” for example, Husserl keeps referring to the 
fact that if I eat santonin everything appears yellow. A 
simple empirical generalization, it seems, or, in a given 
instance, abstracting from the empirical conditions, a 
simple introspection: everything looks yellow. And the 
phenomenologist may indeed simply bracket the ques- 
tion of existence and describe in detail his consciousness 
at this very moment. But that would be in itself of little in- 
terest to any philosopher. What really interests him is the 
essential structure of, say, visual perception on the one 
hand (as distinguished from memory or imagination), and 
the color yellow on the other, as distinct from red or from a 
“bright” sound. Such insights he seeks, not by a simple 
description of this very experience here-now, as experi- 
enced here-now, but rather by the method already men- 
tioned, that of “eidetic variation.” In other words, he sys- 
tematically imagines alterations in his present 
experience. If he does this carefully and well — and of 
course always within the “reduced” field of conscious- 
ness, with all extraneous “factual” questions held in 
abeyance — he will come to exercise the chief occupation 
of phenomenological research: the inspection of es- 
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sences. It is in this method of eidetic variation that his skill 
chiefly resides, and it is a vast and systematically related 
range of essences, all within the field of consciousness it- 
self, that he claims to grasp. 

Note: these phenomenological essences are not Pla- 
tonic forms, subsisting in some remote transcendent 
place; they are necessarily as they in fact appear within 
experience itself. The phenomenologist does not seek to 
explain the existence of material objects, for example, as 
Plato did by calling them “participants in some higher 
reality.” Indeed, he refrains from asking whether they 
exist at all. He takes the experience of a material object, 
which he, like every one, has, and asks what kind of expe- 
rience this is. Now, short of the sophistications of the phy- 
sicist, material objects are of course experienced chiefly 
through perception; so he is asking on the one hand what 
perception is and on the other what perceptible objects 
are. Varying his actual (but reduced) experiences slightly 
and systematically in his imagination, he finds, for exam- 
ple, that perceiving essentially contains anticipations of 
gradual and coherently interrelated variations in the as- 
pect of the perceived object from “different points of 
view.” He also finds that for perceiving, unlike memory or 
imagination, these variations are never finished: there is 
always an aspect to be perceived, there is an open hori- 
zon of perceptibility inherent in the very nature of percep- 
tion itself. Abstaining from speculation even in the rudi- 
mentary sense in which he accepts “on faith” that there is 
a world and he is in it — though of course noting the in- 
herence of that primordial faith in his ordinary conscious- 
ness — he simply but precisely and exhaustively describes 
the essential structures of the experience itself as such. 

To banish metaphysics, to stick to experience itself, 
was of course the aim of empiricism. But phenomenology 
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is neither empirical in its method nor empiricist in its in- 
tent. Husserl himself, however, acknowledges the kin- 
ship: the great empiricists, he believes, were trying to de- 
scribe the givens of consciousness, but they were too 
deeply committed to the speculations of the “new corpus- 
cular philosophy” and too naive about the relation of phil- 
osophical to experimental method to succeed in carrying 
out their program. Only in the twentieth century has phi- 
losophy acquired the necessary methodological self- 
consciousness to carry through what Locke or Hume had 
attempted — that is, the systematic investigation of the 
pure field of consciousness by consciousness itself with 
the aim of discovering the full range of its essential struc- 
tures. It is description in this systematic and philosophi- 
cal spirit that the phenomenologist undertakes. 

It should be remarked parenthetically that eidetic de- 
scription is, for Husserl, still only a way-station, though a 
vast and fruitful one, in the development of phenomenol- 
ogy as a whole. Ultimately, for him phenomenology seeks 
not only to describe the structures of consciousness, but 
to found them. Phenomenology, ultimately, is transcen- 
dental phenomenology, in which I see not only the mani- 
fold “objects” of experience and the manifold ways of ex- 
periencing them, but my own constitution of both these 
out of myself as “transcendental ego.” Thus it seems 
that the “I” almost makes the world. This apparently ideal- 
ist issue of phenomenology Sartre never accepted, and it 
need not concern us, at least not directly, in dealing with 
the infiuence of phenomenology on his philosophy. Insofar 
as Sartre pursues phenomenological method, it is the de- 
scriptive techniques of this tradition, not its transcenden- 
talism, that he is following. 

Let me illustrate this here by taking just one exam- 
ple, not the famous “look” in which 1 am caught at the 
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keyhole, but a description which precedes it in Sartre’s 
development of the experience of the Other. There is, he 
says, clearly a direct and immediate relation to the Other 
which occurs in my ordinary life. I can point to it, but to 
understand it 1 must examine more carefully its ordinary 
appearance. Very well. “I am in a public park,” says 
Sartre: 


. . . Not far away there is a lawn and along the edge of 
that lawn there are benches. A man passes by those 
benches. I see this man; I apprehend him as an object 
and at the same time as a man.2 

What does this mean? Sartre asks. What do I mean, when I 
affirm that this object is a man? This is plainly a philo- 
sophical question. What concerns Sartre, however, or any 
phenomenologist, is not the use of the word “man” or the 
sentence “There is a man,” but the structure of the expe- 
rience itself as such. Try eidetic variation: think of him as 
inanimate, as a puppet. In that case: 

... I should apply to him the categories which I ordinar- 
ily use to group temporal-spatial “things.” That is, I 
should apprehend him as being “beside” the benches, 
two yards and twenty inches from the lawn, as exercising 
a certain pressure on the ground, etc. His relation with 
other objects would be of the purely additive type; this 
means that I could have him disappear without the rela- 
tions of the other objects around him being perceptibly 
changed. In short, no new relation would appear through 
him between those things in my universe: grouped and 
synthesized from my point of view Into instrumental com- 
plexes, they would from his disintegrate into multiplicities 
of indifferent relations.^ 

By contrast with this imagined variant — that is, seeing 
him as an object — to perceive him as a man is to grasp 



59 SARTRE AND HIS PREDECESSORS: I. 


“things” and the world in a different organization; . . 
Perceiving him as a man ... is not to apprehend an addi- 
tive relation between the chair and him; it is to register an 
organization without distance of the things in my universe 
around that privileged object.” The original external re- 
lation of things to things remains, indeed, “the lawn re- 
mains two yards and twenty inches from him,” but it is now 
coupled with another, a distanceless relation: the lawn is 
“also as a lawn bound to him in a relation which at once 
both transcends distance and contains it.” Thus: 

Instead of the two terms of the distance being indifferent, 
interchangeable, and in a reciprocal relation, the distance 
is unfolded starting from the man whdm I see and extend- 
ing up to the lawn as the synthetic upsurge of a univocal 
relation. We are dealing with a relation which Is without 
parts, given at one stroke, inside of which there unfolds a 
spatiality which is not my spatiality; for instead of a 
grouping toward me of the objects, there is now an orien- 
tation which flees from me.^ 

This is only the beginning of Sartre’s analysis. He will as- 
similate this description and others to the ontological 
thrust of his basic categories. But at crucial points in its 
development, it is often on these descriptions of experi- 
enced structures that his argument rests. Even the ten- 
dentious epithet “hemorrhage” applied to the Other’s ap- 
pearance in my world has its foundation In that 
description in which suddenly my centeredness in my 
own thoughts and perceptions runs off, loses its central ity, 
as I am taken into his perspective and so lose hold of my 
own. My own everyday life world, which lets the whole of 
my surrounding field revolve around me as center, sud- 
denly loses its ordinary structure. It flows away, immedi- 
ately and unpleasantly, like uncontrollable bleeding. Or- 
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dinarily 1 control my world, just as ordinarily my body 
contains and bounds my blood. I don’t usually notice this; 
indeed, I live in and by not noticing. But suddenly the cen- 
ter shifts: I run off into a mere peripheral item organized 
around another center, and by that very running off 1 see 
myself as usually the center of my own world of action — 
as in a hemorrhage, I feel by shocking contrast the “nor- 
mal” containment of my circulating blood which has sud- 
denly gone out of bounds. It Is flowing off and 1 am flowing 
with it. 

Admittedly, as my speculation on “the Other as hem- 
orrhage” indicates, such phenomenological foundations 
are in Sartre’s case quickly elaborated In a style con- 
trolled by his overriding dialectical interests. And, in- 
deed, many of the sections of Being and Nothingness en- 
titled “Phenomenology of — ” are more dialectical than 
descriptive. Take one further instance. In the section on 
the past in the “Phenomenology of the Temporal Dimen- 
sion” Sartre chooses as an example the statement: “Paul 
in 1 920 was a student at the Polytechnic.” ® What is it, in 
terms of the structure of consciousness, to experience 
what is intended by such a statement, to be aware that 
something was? There is a phenomenological core to the 
inquiry, but the answer is given — and argued for — in a 
style as speculative as St. Augustine’s. For Sartre does 
not just describe, he argues in terms of concepts like 
being and non-being, facticity, contingency, and of 
course the for-itself and in-itself dichotomy. He comes to 
grips with others’ theories (in fact he starts from a refer- 
ence to “theories of memory”), with James and Cla- 
parede, with Descartes, Bergson, and Heraclitus. Thus 
even what Sartre calls phenomenology, in his own philo- 
sophising, has been taken up into a highly speculative en- 
terprise. The strictness of Husserl’s descriptive method is 
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not his style. Yet the phenomenological foundation is 
there. Sartre has adopted from phenomenology, not only 
the methodological thesis that philosophy must begin 
from and remain within the field of pure consciousness, 
not only the thesis of the intentionality of consciousness 
— the principle that every consciousness is of an object 
— but also the use of accurate description of moments or 
aspects of consciousness, combined with eidetic varia- 
tion, as a philosophical tool. 

Heidegger 

So far, so good. But Sartre acknowledges indebted- 
ness to two contemporary phenomenologists: Husserl 
and Heidegger. The two influences are hard to combine, 
and the way in which Sartre in fact combines them shows 
this to be the case. Heidegger was also Husserl’s student, 
and Being and Time is still recognizably a phenomenolo- 
gical work, but with the very great difference that it has 
wholly renounced any Cartesian starting point. Methodol- 
ogical doubt, the cogito, consciousness as the medium of 
philosophy — all this Heidegger has systematically by- 
passed. Consciousness is not a category he needs or 
uses; the starting point is being-there — Dasein, the indi- 
vidual human being — in and with the world. Husserl 
found, in a philosophy of immanence, a clever way to 
evade the question of “the reality of the external world.” 
Heidegger, starting with my being in the world, among 
things ready-to hand for my use, was shocked that the 
question was ever asked. I am there from the start. 

Rejecting the Cartesian starting point of phenome- 
nology, moreover, he has cast aside all the more emphati- 
cally the metaphysical remnants of the Cartesian uni- 
verse that we have found Sartre retaining. Both on 
Cartesian dualism and Cartesian temporality, and even 
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freedom (though more obscurely), his position is plainly 
and radically different from Sartre’s. 

Since he is working with Dasein, or human being, 
not with consciousness, Heidegger has in fact gone be- 
yond — or behind — the kind of philosophising for which 
the mind-body problem arises. He does not, like Merleau- 
Ponty, try to wrestle with the problem of embodiment from 
a post-Cartesian point of view; he has simply made a de- 
tour around it. Now as far as body goes, this may be a seri- 
ous omission. The relation of man to his body would seem 
to many philosophers as well as psychologists an essen- 
tial problem for any account of human existence as such. 

It would seem to demand a place among what Heidegger 
calls the “Existentialen,” the fundamental categories of 
my being as such. Be that as it may. The point here is 
simpiy that Heideggerjs wo.rking within a single basic 
category, beiiig-trPfhe-world; he is concerned neither 
with body as body nor with mind as mind. Sartre, on the 
contrary, while remaining a Cartesian, cannot start from 
being-in-the-world as a neutral third. He is a cogito man; 
he must start from consciousness. Yet he does make heavy 
use of the basic Heideggerian concept. How can he do 
so? He does it, I think, by combining being-in-the-world 
with Husserl’s intentionality, and identifying conscious- 
ness of — an object, with my being in — a world. But to do 
that, to read being-.in-the-world in the spirit of the Medita- 
tions, Descartes’s and Husserl’s, rather than of Being and 
Time, is precisely to break the world apart. Instead of a 
unified world-in-which-l-am, we have the for-itself {pour- 
soi) against the in-itself (en-so/). The “inness” of the “in,” 
though captured sometimes along the way in some of 
Sartre’s best descriptions, is always pushed aside again 
by the “over-against” of the detached consciousness 
confronting its Other. 
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Heideggerian Dasein, secondly, is essentially his- 
torical and belongs in its lived world precisely because it is 
historical. Heidegger’s concept of temporality is, again, 
radically anti-Cartesian. Time for Heidegger, that is, 

“lived” or “existential” time, is the stretch of a personal 
history which thrusts itself into the future as what it is re- 
solved to be, doing so out of its past — the past, at the 
same time, of the world into which it has been thrown — 
yet always drawn aside from this primary aim by its attrac- 
tion to the present. Dasein, even inauthentic, everyday 
Dasein, is because it “temporalizes,” living its past to- 
ward its future, despite its present, or, if it attains authen- 
tic existence, resolved to make its past truly inwardly his- 
torical in its assimilation of the authentic present to its 
destiny. Sartre, on the other hand, is in search of a Carte- 
sian instant which, could he find it, would be, if temporal 
at all, withdrawn from the stretch of time. 

And yet, as we shall see in more detail later, there is 
much that Sartre has taken over from Heidegger’s ac- 
count. Man has to make himself : he is his future as his 
possibility. Sartre’s “project” is a translation of Heideg- 
ger’s “resolve,” which is directed to what is yet to come. 
But though making himself he is not his own foundation: 
he has to make himself out of his past, out of what contin- 
gency provides him with — these bodily endowments, this 
family, these neighbors, this society. All this is past, a 
translation, again: Sartre’s concept of “facticity,” of radi- 
cal contingency, is, at first sight at least, but a Gallic ren- 
dering of Heidegger’s “throwness,” or Geworfenheit, 
which expresses the sedimentation of the past. 

Yet even where Sartre speaks in temporal terms, the 
relation between the three temporal modalities is funda- 
mentally different in the two philosophers. For Heidegger, 
the primary tense is future: it is his self-transcendence. 
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his being-ahead of himself that primarily defines man. 

The synonym of transcendence is existentiality: for self- 
transcendence is fundamentally what existence is. So for 
Sartre, one may say, is the project: if there is for him any 
one most basic philosophical axiom, it is that man must 
make himself ; he has to be in aspiration what he is not in 
fact, and that means, to not be what he is in his own pro- 
jection of himself. But even for the project, the ideal is in- 
stantaneous self-creation, choice NOW. And in the light of 
this ideal, temporalization is the loss of the instant. It is 
flight. So he describes it, again and again. The moment of 
the pre-reflective cogito, the moment of pure reflection, 
difficult, if not impossible, of attainment: these moments 
of conscious being are what I forever flee. I escape from 
self-making into a past to which I gave a false substantial- 
ity: it is my history, my ego, as a thing. I escape into the fu- 
ture, into an imagined — and therefore nihilating — vision 
of what I am not. Sartre does indeed borrow much from 
Heideggeron temporality. Butfrom all his excursions into 
Daseins-analysis he is pulled back, every time, by the lure 
of the instant. Except for dread, which is momentary — 
which is perhaps the only true instant I might, with luck, 
achieve — he sees the span of time, in Heidegger’s terms 
the original structure of time, in the last analysis as a fall- 
ing off, an escape from what ideally ought to be into what 
(alas) is. From the thought of the Cartesian pure self-con- 
scious moment he darts out as far as it will let him in the 
direction of Heideggerian being-in-the-world, only to be 
pulled back, time and again, to the center that holds him 
fast. He is, to use a favorite word of his own, haunted by 
the instant. The primacy of time as stretching and 
stretched eludes him. 

In the case of freedom the situation is more difficult 
to disentangle. For one thing, Sartre’s concept of freedom 
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is Cartesian through and through. Cartesian freedom is 
not just there as ideal, hovering over his thought, so to 
speak; freedom for him is Cartesian freedom, substan- 
tively, to its very core. And for another thing, freedom ex- 
plicitly appears, in Being and Time, only in the description 
of authentic existence, as “Freedom to Death.” But this 
concept of Being to Death is one that Sartre emphatically 
rejects. (My death is something to others rather than to 
me.) It is the description of being-in-the-world at the 
everyday level that Sartre seems chiefly to follow, and this 
is not, explicitly at least, an analysis in terms of freedom 
as such. Nor does Sartre’s use of “freedom” resemble 
its development in Heidegger’s “On the Essence of 
Ground” where it is a central concept. On the contrary, 
Heidegger has there begun to make more explicit the 
rooting of human being in Being, in this case through an 
identification of freedom and “ground,” a relation which, 
though already present in Sein und Zeit, has come more 
and more to dominate much of his later work. Such a con- 
ception of being Sartre would certainly reject. 

Nevertheless, the portrait of the for-itself, free yet 
caught by facticity, making itself yet always out there in 
the world, plainly derives much from Heidegger’s anal- 
ysis of human being. If the bone structure of Sartrean 
freedom is Cartesian, much of the physiognomy bears a 
Heideggerian stamp. First, as I have already pointed out, 
Sartre’s concept of man’s self-making is conceived in 
terms that run closely parallel to Heidegger’s. Not that the 
“project” really is Heidegger’s “resolve.” The being-in- 
the-world of Being and Nothingness is a very different 
condition from that of Being and Time. As we have al ready 
seen, even the “in” is different. So is the world: primarily, 
it is the inertial, the pure exteriority of classical physics. 
The “things ready to hand” which are the “nearest things 
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to me” in Heidegger’s version have, in Sartre’s case, to be 
derived by a complicated argument revealing first my 
body, then the Other, and finally the human world as a set 
of techniques which 1 can use. Again, Descartes’s think- 
ing mind and extended matter, if de-substantialized, re- 
main to haunt, and dichotomize, the world. But many of 
the single concepts, though woven into a characteris- 
tically Sartrean pattern, are, as we have seen, certainly 
derivative from Being and Time. 

Sartre follows Heidegger, moreover, in distinguish- 
ing an inauthentic from an authentic style of existence — in 
distinguishing, in other words, our fundamental freedom 
from the enslavement to which we (freely) bind ourselves 
in our ordinary lives. The insistence that at one and the 
same time we have as free beings to make ourselves, and 
invariably fail to do so, is one of the principal themes of 
what is usually called existentialism, and its outstanding 
recent expositors have been precisely Heidegger and 
Sartre. Of course here, too, there are differences. For ex- 
ample, in Heidegger’s account, “forfeiture,” my loss in 
the “they,” is inescapable. Even the rare authentic indi- 
vidual cannot escape it. Sartre’s bad faith, on the other 
hand, would, one gathers, be left behind by the true self- 
creator, could such aone arise. And authenticity itself has 
a different goal; it is being to death in the one case, and in 
the other the pure choice of myself. Dread, the dizzying 
sense of nothingness, has the same function for both phi- 
losophers: it is the unique experience which may raise to 
true freedom him who faces it. But, again, its object is dif- 
ferent; for Heidegger, my own finitude, my annihilation in 
death; for Sartre, the non-being, the emptiness of the 
“self” I have to make. 

How then can we sum up the relation of Sartre to Hei- 
degger? Best, perhaps, in terms of Sartre’s relation to 



67 SARTRE AND HIS PREDECESSORS: I. 


Descartes and Husserl as well. Fundamentally Cartesian 
in sympathy and starting-point, Sartre has taken the turn 
to intentionaiity, from cogito to cogitiatio, and within the 
medium of consciousness, whoily alien to Heidegger’s 
own thought, has interjected a number of central Heideg- 
gerian themes. They are still recognizable, yet, trans- 
posed into consciousness, also altered, if not in their ap- 
pearance, then in their ontological import. 

Such an interweaving of disparate themes could be 
achieved, however, only with philosophicai tools alien to 
phenomenoiogy itself. They have to be treated dialecti- 
cally. And indeed it is the dialecticai strand in Sartre’s 
thinking, derived from a different tradition, that carries 
his argument even in Being and Nothingness and 
has since come more and more to dominate his thought. 

It is to that other line of influence that we must turn be- 
fore we can see how the two principal inheritances are 
worked together in Being and Nothingness itself and 
later (though with a very different balance of ingredients) 
in the Critique. 



dialectic 


Being and Nothingness 
bears the subtitle An Essay on 
Phenomenological Ontology. Phenom- 
enology as such, however, at least in Hus- 
serl’s sense, stringently abstains from ontological 
inquiry. The “things themselves” it seeks to describe 
are“things” as consciously experienced; their" being” be- 



yond or before the epochs is not in question. To become 
ontology — an inquiry into being — philosophical reflection 
must move beyond description; the philosopher must ques- 
tion what he sees about its being. To put such a question 
would be inappropriate to a method of pure description. 
Admittedly, Heidegger began as a phenomenologist, yet 
his philosophizing is directed, first and last, to “the ques- 
tion of being”; indeed, he asks about human being only 
because this istheonly being for whom its being is in ques- 
tion. But what Heidegger starts from, as we have seen, is 
not the “data” of pure consciousness; it is being-in-the- 
world that is the medium of his inquiry. And being-in-the- 
world already entails an “understanding of being” which 
gives the ontologist matter to look at in what might still 
appear a quasi-phenomenological fashion. If one starts, 
like Sartre, with the cogito, however, no such recourse is 
available. To move from the cogito to the question of 
being, one must move from description to some other 
style of philosophical inquiry. 

The means Sartre has chosen for this movement is 
dialectical. Indeed, in the Critique, as its title implies, the 
dialectical method has come to dominate his thought. The 
whole argument of that book is in fact a defense of “dia- 
lectical reason” and an attack on its contrary, “analytical 
reason,” as the possible tool of social and political under- 
standing. But even in Being and Nothingness it is the ad- 
mixture of dialectic with description — or, better, the 
weaving of description into a dialectical argument — that 
characterizes the peculiar mode of Sartrian phenomenol- 
ogy. I have already given an example of this process in the 
case of Sartre’s “phenomenological” study of the past. 
Now let us see if we can establish at least approximately 
what “dialectic” consists in, first in general — at least in 
post-Kantian philosophy — and then in the particular case 
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of Sartre in so far as his method is related to that of his 
predecessors, especially to Hegel, the founder and great- 
est practitioner of this method of modern philosophy, and 
through him to his two great critics (and followers), Kier- 
kegaard and Marx. 

Hegelian dialectic, like phenomenology, though it 
came a century earlier, was meant to liberate philosophy. 
Phenomenology was intended to take us back to the 
things themselves, to a broader vision of the content and 
activities of conscious life than conventional methods or 
the prejudices of traditional metaphysics and epistemol- 
ogy had permitted. Nineteenth-century dialectic had also 
undertaken a liberating return — not in the first instance to 
things, buttothought. Where phenomenology was to seek 
intellectual vision, dialectic had attempted to enter into 
the life of thought itself in its inmost and living develop- 
ment. Kierkegaard complained of Hegelian dialectic that 
the System was never finished. At its best, it was not 
meant to be. It was Thought itself as alive, as moving, not 
as completed, even in the profoundest insight. Dialectic is 
a process, not a state; it is a movement of concepts. Yet it 
is not the movement of proof. Dialectic is not, in the logi- 
cian’s sense, logic. A logical argument is always equiva- 
lent to the statements “A is A” or “Not both A and non-A.” If 
it contains more than this tautology, it is invalid. For in 
strict logic one can elicit from the premises of an argu- 
ment only what is already contained in them. But dialectic 
is the development of concepts: they grow under the phi- 
losopher’s touch; at the end of his reflection they are not 
what they seemed to be at first — and yet they are also 
more than they seemed to be. 

That may sound like nonsense. Surely, it may be ob- 
jected, a concept must be precisely defined. What follows 
from it, follows, and what doesn’t, doesn’t. If one fails to 
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admit such rules of logic, not only does one talk nonsense, 
one cannot talk at all. Of course, in fact “one’s mind wan- 
ders”; one starts out thinking about one thing and is “re- 
minded” of another. I look at the pampas grass in my gar- 
den and am reminded of the pampas grass staff carried 
by the leader of the “vizards” at an Irish Halloween. But 
this is a purely contingent and external conjunction. Ex- 
perience, atomic in its elements, produces by the “gentle 
force of association” (or, in modern terms, “condition- 
ing”) the conjunction of disparate contents. One can 
hardly call this a “concept” “developing”. Pampas grass 
is pampas grass, wherever I happen to have seen it or to 
whatever use it happens to be put. Now it must indeed be 
admitted that ordinary logic is uniquely binding; to aban- 
don it altogether woul d mean to abandon discou rse of any 
reasonable kind. And it must also be admitted that experi- 
ence often ranges externally and associatively over logi- 
cally stable and disparate units. But are the units we 
conjoin in thinking really atomistic in their nature, and is 
the movement of joining them exclusively associative in 
its procedure? It seems .that to get somewhere, at least 
somewhere new and interesting, thought must move in a 
fashion somehow different from this. 

Here I am, for example, thinking about dialectic. I 
have to write a chapter about its influence on Sartre. 

Every time I start a chapter, there is blank paper and my- 
self, and I can’t imagine what led metothink I could fill it in 
with anything that makes sense. I had an outline in mind 
for the whole book, but each time I begin on a part of it 
there seems to be next to nothing there. When 1 think of 
Hegelian dialectic, in particular, I think first (by associa- 
tion if you like) of formulae like “substance must become 
subject,” which, 1 must confess, means to me nothing or 
worse than nothing: it means a lot of word-juggling and 
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pretended system-building. But then I think of the con- 
cept of a growth of thought, and I wonder if this process of 
writing isn’t, on a small scale, an instance of dialectic in 
that sense. When I tried, for example, in the preceding 
chapter, to explain the difference between a phenomen- 
ological and a literary description of consciousness, I 
found, in talking about the relative weight of the imagina- 
tive and intellectual components, that there was also a 
difference between participation in the one case and re- 
enactment in the other. I hadn’t known that before; my 
concept of phenomenological description had devel- 
oped. And here I am, it seems, hoping to go through the 
same process with “dialectic.” So my thinking seems to 
instantiate the Hegelian conception: the concept I am 
thinking about develops as I think about it in ways I hadn’t 
dreamed of. Before this the Hegelian method had always 
seemed to me almost a pure fraud; now I find that there is 
something it’s about — namely, the very process 1 am 
going through in trying to understand it. Perhaps, then, 
the best model for Hegelian dialectic is heuristic: thought 
in search of what it does not yet know. Formal, logical 
proof is a device to encase thought found: when we know 
what we have and want to find it an elegant dress. Even in 
mathematics there is that duality. The great German 
mathematician Gauss is said to have remarked that he 
first discovered a theorem and then tried to prove it. And 
the most famous account of discovery, of the search for 
the unknown, is by the mathematician Henri Poincare. But 
if there is a growth of thought even in the most formal sci- 
ence, how much more must this be so for philosophical re- 
flection. One lets a concept germinate; it flowers, not as 
some seed catalogue had promised, but surprisingly. It is 
this notion of a self-unfolding, a self-development of 
thought that forms the core — at least to non-Hegelians, 
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the intelligible core — of the dialectical method. Instead 
of Starting at the outset with precisely defined concepts, 
one starts with a concept and watches it develop, en- 
gages oneself in its development, so that the concept it- 
self is richer at the close of one’s inquiry than it appeared 
at the beginning. Dialectical argument in philosophy, 
then, is (minimally) argument in which the concepts them- 
selves are transformed as the argument proceeds. 

Let me give an example of this from the history of 
philosophy. Immanuel Kant was a philosopher who cer- 
tainly did not consider himself a dialectical thinker. For 
Kant, “dialectic” means fallacious argument; the Dialec- 
tic of Pure Reason for him is a set of invalid speculative ar- 
guments which Reason inevitably but unsuccessfully de- 
velops. Yet as the British Hegelian Edward Caird 
demonstrated, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is itself a 
dialectical work in the sense I have just suggested. This is 
clearly so, for example, in Kant’s treatment of “space” 
and “time.” These two concepts first occur, in the Aes- 
thetic, as the twin forms of all appearance: all outer sense 
is spatial, while all sense, outer and inner, is temporal. In 
the Analytic, however, this symmetry is broken. In his anal- 
ysis of the activity of mind in organizing (or having orga- 
nized) experience, Kant gives time first place as that from 
which the argument proceeds. Taking subjective tem- 
poral experience as the minimal starting point, he shows 
that it is the categorial rule-giving of the mind, ultimately 
held together by the fact that I couid unite all my experi- 
ence by an “1 think,” which has always already trans- 
formed such a pure subjective flow of “experience” into 
the experience of objects: of an organized nature in 
objective space and time. Thus time as subjective is the 
minimal starting point, and the objective space-time of 
nature the issue of the argument. Temporality and spatial- 
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ity themselves have developed from the parallelism of the 
Aesthetic to their roles as principium and issue respec- 
tively of the Analytic. And of course time itself develops in 
the Analytic also: from the purely inner-sense time of the 
Subjective Deduction through the homogeneous tem- 
poral patterns of the Schematism to the objective time 
that is produced as correlate of space in the Objective 
Deduction and the Principles. Any argument whose con- 
cepts thus develop as it proceeds is dialectical in the 
sense we have been considering here. 

Nevertheless, this is a minimal concept of dialectic 
as Hegelians intend it. For if Kant’s method is one of “iso- 
lation,” this means that the whole panorama was there 
from the beginning. Experience is structured as the whole 
Critique finds it to be. If our understanding develops as we 
follow its argument, the structure of experience was al- 
ways already there, eternally, as it is and as we are com- 
ing to see it. Hegelian dialectic is much more radical than 
this. For Hegel insists that, if thought develops, its object 
too develops, and by the very same process. Or if it 
doesn’t, it’san inferiorobject, fit onlyforthe maneuvers of 
ordinary logic, not for philosophy. In real conceptual 
thought, Hegel insists, the “firm ground” that ordinary 
(logical) reasoning possesses in the ordinary logical sub- 
ject at rest “begins to sway,” and this swaying movement 
itself “becomes the object of thought.” ^ Thus the very de- 
velopment of thought, Hegel alleges, is at the same time 
the development of its object — or better, perhaps, the de- 
velopment of thought is thought’s own object. 

But is this so? Can one identify thinking and what it 
is the thinking of, and say that the development of thought 
is also the development of what the thought is thought of? 
The concept of the atom, for example, has developed al- 
most out of recognition since its inception in Ancient 
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Greece with Leucippus and Democritus. Butwhateverthe 
foundation in nature, which, through atomism, man has 
been seeking to understand, that surely is still the same. 
Even if nature itself is basically process, its development 
is not to be identified with the development of our own 
conception of it. However theory-laden scientific con- 
cepts, laws, and principles may be, and however deeply 
theories are influenced by the Zeitgeist of a given disci- 
pline in a given period, what such concepts, laws, and 
principles aim at is an understanding of something that 
transcends the act of understanding, of something that 
lies beyond the theory’s understanding of it. Scientific 
knowledge has often been equated with prediction and 
truth with verifiability. That would perhaps be a truncated 
Hegelian concept, for if the truth of a matter is what we will 
be able to verify about it, then the object (what is known) 
does develop with the subject — in this case, the experi- 
mental scientist. But that is precisely what science does 
not do. It seeks to find out how things work, not how scien- 
tists work. Even a pragmatic concept of truth, when care- 
fully formulated, like C. S. Peirce’s, makes it plain that 
what knowledge (at least natural knowledge) is after is 
not prediction for prediction’s sake, but the indefinite 
range of unforeseeable future consequences which are 
the mark of the real. Our thoughts about a natural phe- 
nomenon may develop indefinitely, but the phenomenon 
itself always outruns our thinking about it; the two are 
never identical, the development of the thinking is never 
identical with the development, in nature, of what it is the 
thinking about. 

Now up to a point — or beyond a certain point, 
perhaps — 1 think Hegel would have had to admit this. 
Whatever his merits in other fields, that is why he is such a 
superficial philosopher of nature. But what if we are think- 
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ing about experience itself rather than about its external 
objects? Then, surely, our very experience is transformed 
by our thinking about it. Experience reflected on can 
never again be naTve; it has been transformed by my 
thought about it. It is the experience it was — it is pre- 
sented in memory, or at least leaves its “traces” in my life 
history, even if not remembered. But it has also irrevoca- 
bly vanished; I can never, having reflected, have that 
non-reflective immediate experience again. Yet at the 
same time, since it has acquired a new dimension through 
my reflection, my experience has also been enriched. 

That is in fact the chief movement of Hegelian dialectic, 
embodied in the ambiguity of the German “aufheben": a 
given reality is cancelled, yet preserved and elevated to a 
higher level of reflection. And for the individual’s experi- 
ence there seems, at least with respect to the relation of 
naive to reflective experience, to be something in it. 

The range of Hegelian dialectic, however, far out- 
runs individual consciousness. It is humanity, not the 
schoolmaster of Jena or even the Berlin professor, whose 
“development” Hegel claims to be re-creating. In his 
Logic, the systematic crown of the Dialectic, he even 
claims to be re-creating “the thoughts of God before cre- 
ation.” Is this an empty boast, or is there really a content in 
Hegel’s work to match this claim? It is sometimes said 
that the merit of Hegel is in fact the rich empirical content 
of his writing. Because of the very generality of his funda- 
mental concepts he can fill them in with a mosaic of what 
would now count as sociology or psychology much more 
illuminating than the narrow philosophy of the Enlighten- 
ment could provide. And the movement of the dialectic, 
exhibiting the manifold phases of a given kind of experi- 
ence, may prove applicable when one turns from it to the 
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real world to find instances of the structures one has been 
expounding. Sometimes, on the other hand, it is history 
that Hegel is said to illuminate most profoundly: the de- 
velopment of “the Western mind’’ from Greece through 
Rome and Christianity, to the French Revolution. Now 
admittedly all this may indeed be mined out of Hegel’s 
work. Yet his own claim, and that of his chief philosophi- 
cal followers, has nevertheless been more dogmatic. It is 
not only the empirical or historical, but the eternal unfold- 
ing of Being itself as absolute mind, that he constantly in- 
sists on as the ontological foundation of his method. One 
ought not to save him for common sense by ignoring en- 
tirely his own claim. 

In any case, it is Sartre’s debt to the dialecticians, 
not “dialectic” as such, that interests us here. And what 
Sartre takes over from Hegel is not the empirical content 
of his work, though he sometimes treats of some of it, nor 
his insight into history; what Sartre adopts from Hegel 
goes much deeper than any particular bits of information 
or ways of classifying them. Admittedly, the Hegelian in- 
fluence comes relatively late in Sartre’s career, but it 
goes deep. Sartre is Hegelian, and has become increas- 
ingly so, first in his style of philosophizing, in the way he 
uses concepts. Fu rther, the central concepts he uses both 
in Being and Nothingness and in the Critique, also belong, 
if not to Hegel, then certainly to the German idealist tradi- 
tion. And finally, however emphatically he may claim to 
reject systematizing speculation in general and idealist 
systems in particular, there is also something in Hegel’s 
ontology itself that Sartre retains. Let us see if we can sort 
out these three aspects of his debt, focusing chiefly on 
Being and Nothingness, but with an occasional glance at 
the Critique for confirmation or contrast. 
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Sartre and Hegel 

First, his method. The structure of Sartre’s argu- 
ment, in both his major philosophical works. Being and 
Nothingness and the Cr/f/que, is dialectical in the minimal 
sense described above. He opens up avenues along 
which he can let his basic concepts move — in a move- 
ment which is also to alter them, so that they become, at 
the end of the argument, different and richer than they 
were at the beginning. He does not (at least in Being and 
Nothingness) set up premises from which to draw correct 
logical conclusions; instead he sets up starting points 
from which to move to surprising, even contradictory, po- 
sitions, which nevertheless combine with what precedes 
to take him along to still further surprising combinations. 
Granted, again, even the most inspired dialectician can- 
not abandon ordinary logic; if he did, he could not argue 
anything in any style. But “ordinary logic,’’ for the dialec- 
tician, is an uninteresting, dead skeleton of thought. It is 
thought’s growth that interests him. 

Compare, for example, Sartre’s ontological argu- 
ment, proving the existence of Being in itself, with the 
traditional one, proving the existence of God. The most 
perfect being, St. Anselm said, must exist. For suppose 
you think of a most perfect being which does not exist. 
Non-existence is an imperfection, a lack; so this is not the 
most perfect being: you can think of a more perfect being 
— the one who does exist. The argument is, on the face 
of it, a reductio ad absurdum. A non-existent most per- 
fect being is a non-perfect most perfect being; therefore 
the very concept “most perfect being’’ already entails the 
existence of the entity of which it is the concept. Now of 
course it has often been argued — either against Anselm 
or even for him (in the first instance by Anselm himself 
in his reply to Gaunilon) — that this is no “argument,” 
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but the elucidation by one of the faithful of his faith. If I 
did not believe in God as the real, existent, most perfect 
being, I could not work the argument. But that {contra 
Kant) is just what makes it a good argument, not a bad 
one. I, the believer, am eliciting, in logical style, the im- 
plications of the proposition: there is God. The non- 
believer cannot follow my argument, not because it does 
not follow from my assertion, but because he has not 
made the assertion. Indeed, he asserts its contradictory; 
so how could he possibly draw the same conclusion? 

The argument may be a petitio principii, but it is so only 
in the sense in which all sound arguments contain in 
their premises what will follow in the conclusion. 

Now look at Sartre’s ontological argument (or a very 
free paraphrase of it). His starting point is consciousness, 
here-now, as the consciousness it is. But consciousness 
is not simply; it is “for-itself,” that is, aware of itself. There 
is a doubieness, a reflexivity, about consciousness. The 
lawn in the park is just there, the man passing by it is there 
too, but by knowing he is there he has both doubled its 
being there and separated himself from it: he could be 
elsewhere. And yet it is not really himself the man passing 
by is (thetically) aware of. What he is aware of is that, 
strolling through the park, he is on his way home. Con- 
sciousness, Sartre has learned from Husserl, is never 
simpiy of itself, but of something which it is not. Thus the 
very reality of the man passing by, as the reality of a con- 
sciousness, is for-itself as directed toward what is not 
for-itself — toward the simple reality, the “being in-itself,” 
of the lawn, the park, the apartment over beyond the park 
that he is walking toward. The for-itself in its very nature 
as for-itself points to the in-itself. Thus if we understand 
the for-itself, if we really think about its nature, we are di- 
rected from it to the in-itself, to its essentiai target. But the 
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for-itself does not contain the in-itself, as a premise con- 
tains its conclusion, as God (who, if He is, is in — and for 
— Himself) contains His own existence. No: we move, we 
are moved, from the for-itself to the in-itself, whose other- 
ness, whose negation, the for-itself is. The man is not the 
lawn; as a conscious being he is the being who makes the 
lawn, who makes the park, the-stretch-to-be-traveled be- 
tween himself and home. It may be as the pleasant green 
sward that he can stroll across before he has to trudge the 
less pleasantly resilient pavement; it may be as the short- 
cut he can take to hurry belatedly to an important rendez- 
vous. In either case, indeed in any case, it is what he takes 
it for; and yet however he takes it, however he possesses 
it, he takes it as what is not himself — at leisure or in haste, 
contentedly or nervously — but the space he has to cross 
to get where he is going, and he is the consciousness 
he is as its other, as the need to transcend it, to get to 
the other side. Thus the for-itself refers us away from it- 
self to the in-itself as its necessary other, the not-for-itself 
to which, in its being as for-itself, it is necessarily di- 
rected. 

Now, admittedly, in this to-and-fro movement from 
consciousness to its contrary, from for-itself to in-itself, 
as Sartre calls it, we already have, in little, the whole argu- 
ment of Being and Nothingness. In this sense one could 
say that Sartre, like any philosopher, is only going to elicit 
from his premises what is already contained in them. And 
even in the Critique, as we shall see, though he has 
dropped the concepts “for-itself” and “in-itself” as basic 
categories, he is laboring deviously and painfully to elicit 
asocial theory from the same premises from which he had 
been arguing in the earlier work. But the premises them- 
selves, I think it is fair to say, are clearly dialectical. For it 
is the contradiction between consciousness and nature. 
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between for-itself and in-itself, that makes the whole 
thing work. The logical use of contradiction, as in An- 
selm’s argument, isto eliminate an impossible — because 
a self-contradictory — position, and so, indirectly, to sup- 
port the position one wishes to defend. But in dialectical 
argument it is “contradiction” — or at least contrariety — 
that makes a new position possible: thought takes a posi- 
tion, finds it “contradicting” itself, takes a new position 
modifying, and thus in a sense “denying,” the first, a posi- 
tion which, opening onto a new “denial,” leads to a new 
position, and so on. Only by seeing the second position as 
“contradicting” the first and by assimilating it as a new 
position are we enabled to move at all. In this sense, illogi- 
cal though it may sound, dialectical argument uses contra- 
diction, not indirectly, through the redt/cf/o, but directly, 
as the very engine of its movement. It is not just any state- 
ment of what there is, any set of primitive propositions, 
from which Sartre is seeking to deduce first his theory of 
the individual and later of society. It is the living relation of 
intentionality to its object, the relation of consciousness 
to what it is consciousness of, which is not what it is and is 
what it is not: it is this relation, vexing and in appearance 
contradictory, yet capable of application to every field of 
conscious life, that Sartre is exploring and developing — 
if in different modes, as well as with different content — in 
both his major works. 

In Being and Nothingness, as we have seen, phe- 
nomenological descriptions — Pierre not in the cafe, the 
girl “innocently” letting a would-be lover hold her hand, 
the exhausted hiker throwing down his rucksack — are the 
perches, so to speak, from which the flight of the argu- 
ment takes wing. The description is opened out so that a 
movement of concepts develops from it. Pierre’s absence 
haunts the cafd: it is not just this collection of faces and ta- 
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ble and waiters and chit-chat, it/s — where Pierre is not. In 
the scene itself the looseness from what is, the otherness 
than being, that marks the human condition becomes ap- 
parent to us. One may wonder, perhaps, what would have 
happened if Pierre had been there. Would we have had a 
plenum of being and so have missed the move to other- 
ness which makes the argument go? No, of course not. 
Pierre would have failed me somehow. He would have 
denied the favor I had come to beg of him; or he would 
have aged since our last meeting twenty years ago. Some- 
how Pierre-not-being-my-idea-of-Pierre would have 
haunted our meeting, even had we met. But the descrip- 
tions Sartre uses are nevertheless characteristically 
those that will most effectively make the ferment of con- 
tradiction work. And similarly, his arguments work by find- 
ing contradiction as their outcome. Thus out of the move 
to being as what consciousness is directed to, he raises 
the question of the question — and the question, it ap- 
pears, is that to which one may obtain a negative reply. I 
seek, and may not find. Surely sometimes I seek and find. 
But such a quietus of consciousness is not what would 
help dialectic, and especially Sartrean dialectic, on its 
course. The to-and-fro of position and negation is what 
makes the argument move, from start to finish. 

So far 1 have been trying to characterize Sartre’s 
method as dialectical; but inevitably the concepts he is 
working with have also already been exhibiting their 
characteristicaiiy Hegelian stamp. The overall movement 
of Hegelian dialectic isfrom mere being, in-itself, through 
consciousness, for-itself, to what Hegel considers the ul- 
timate ground of all reality — the Concept as Being-in- 
and-for-itself. Sartre, good Cartesian as he is, begins with 
consciousness, the for-itself, but is directed by Husserl to 
its target, which, in Hegelian fashion, he describes as 
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sheer being, as the in-itself. The for-itself-in-itself is then 
what his for-itself is in search of. Being in the mode of 
what is other than being, it longs to be simply, or rather to 
be what it is — that is, to be for-itself and so not to be sim- 
ply, and yet to be for-itself as being is, as being pure and 
simple. The major Hegelian concepts, therefore, take on a 
new movement and lead us to a different, and much less 
self-satisfied, finale. But they are the very same Hegelian 
counters, though used in a different context and with a dif- 
ferent intent. 

Indeed, the very concepts “Being” and “Nothing- 
ness,” as Sartre uses them, are Hegelian. Compare, for 
example, in its very broadest outlines, the ontology of 
Sartre’s Being and Nothingness with that of Heidegger in 
Being and Time. Both works are concerned with Being; 
both works make a great deal of Nothing or of a sense of 
Nothingness — of what Sartre calls nihilation — as some- 
how essential to human life. And both works are phenom- 
enological: they seek to describe the essential struc- 
tures of human existence as being-in-the-world. For 
Heidegger, however, Being is the framework of the inves- 
tigation from the very start, temporality is discovered as 
its essence, nothing as the end — in death — to which its 
temporality must ultimately relate. In one phase of the 
work after another, he is recurrently boring into some part 
of a total structure which is always already there from the 
start. Sartre, on the other hand, uses Nothingness to open 
up Being: it is Nihilation that makes the for-itself the being 
it is — namely, the being that has to be what it is not and 
not be what it is. Instead of digging down into Dasein, as 
Heidegger does to uncover the temporality on which it 
has always already rested, a temporality which had been 
half seen in the inadequate understanding of Being char- 
acteristic of the human manner of being in the world. 
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Sartre takes a pair of contraries, Being and Nothingness 
or Being and non-Being, and lets them work on one an- 
other to show us the kind of being we have to be. Being 
and time are not dialectical opposites; far from it. Time, 
for Heidegger, is the inmost sense of being; “nothing” 
serves, through dread, as agency to reveal that truth. 
“Being” and “Nothingness,” on the other hand, are the 
dialectical contraries par excellence; the first pair of the 
whole Hegelian system, out of which ail else is made to 
grow. It is temporality, indeed, that comes between, in 
this case, as my consciousness flees its own nothingness, 
trying vainly to find a solider being in the pseudo-substan- 
tiality of my past or the deceptive promise of my future. Thus 
though Sartre calls his work “phenomenological ontol- 
ogy, ’’that description applies more clearly to Heidegger’s 
magnum opus, while in Sartre’s case even the phenomen- 
ological aspect is in large part a means of access to an 
argument that is Hegelian, not only in method, but also in 
the conceptual apparatus with which it works. 

In the Critique, moreover, Hegelian concepts as well 
as Hegelian method have become even more strikingly 
dominant. The phenomenological and even the long his- 
torical descriptions are ruthlessly assimilated into a se- 
ries of moves with concepts like necessity, intelligibility, 
alienation: concepts that have characterized modern di- 
alectical philosophy from Hegel to the present. We shall 
see more of these concepts when we examine the argu- 
ments of both books. But the point here is simply this: 
even the “Being” of Heidegger’s and Sartre’s titles differs 
profoundly, precisely through the Hegelian character of 
the latter. Heidegger’s “Being” is typically his own — 
though allegedly Parmenidean, Nietzschean, or what 
you will, it is decidedly not Hegelian. It is not the opening 
counter in the series of dialectical moves, but the ail-en- 
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closing medium, the Being through which all beings are. 
Sartre’s “Being” is Hegelian: theother-than Non-Being in 
relation to which the Being of human being in its very 
non-being, in its alienation from being, is to be exposed. 

if Sartre’s chief concepts are Hegelian, moreover, 
so, in a sense, is the ontology that he builds with them. Of 
course he is not, like Hegel, an “absolute idealist,” or so 
he vigorously insists. Yet there are remnants in his 
thought even of this; both of the “absoluteness” of He- 
gelian thought and of its idealism, the former in both 
Being and Nothingness and the Critique, the latter chief- 
ly in the argument of the later work. 

First, as to Hegelian “absolutism,” or the hope of an 
all-inclusive issue of philosophy in identity with an all- 
inclusive reality: this issue Sartre admittedly despairs of, 
yet, as a desideratum, it dominates his thought. In Being 
and Nothingness man wants to become God, and fails. In 
the Critique Sartre tries to lay the groundwork for under- 
standing history, and that would mean, he makes plain, to 
understand it as a whole: as totalization. By why, if I seek 
anything — and of course, as human, I do — must I seek 
absolute Being? Why, to understand history, must I un- 
derstand it all? Only the spirit of Hegel — and the Spirit of 
Hegel, the Absolute Mind which all reality imperfectly 
reveals — could give the answer. That spirit — of needing 
totality, even while admitting our inability to achieve it — 
plainly broods over Sartre’s work. 

But what about Hegel’s idealism? This, sureiy, 

Sartre has relentlessly abandoned. In terms of Being and 
Nothingness, the for-itself is always out there — in the 
world, with the in-itself, as its negation to be sure, but with 
no content other than that negation. In that sense — as 
what is there to not be — it is the in-itself that makes the 
for-itself be what it is not. Even if, as we shall see, my body 
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is known as all consciousness, it works the other way too; 
my consciousness, as to its content, is all body. And in 
terms of the Critique: well, Sartre is allegedly a Marxist. 
The dialectic is material; there is no reality except the ex- 
istent, practical, biological organism, and the non-living 
inert matter in which it finds, and through which it tries to 
fulfill, its material needs. 

Yet there is an idealistic aspect to both arguments, 
more emphatically (if paradoxically) in the explicitly 
“Marxist” one. Body comes in late in Being and Nothing- 
ness, not as lived, but as known, as the explicit object of 
knowledge. It is consciousness that is both starting place 
and framework of the whole; consciousness in its quintes- 
sential being as choice, as agency, is fi rmly opposed to its 
other; passivity, exteriority, or body. Even the emotions, 
as we have noted in Sartre’s early treatise on that subject, 
and as is still the case in the account of Being and Noth- 
ingness, are not “bodily passions” invading conscious- 
ness, but modes of choice, magical devices of conscious- 
ness for acting on the world. Consciousness is no longer 
substance, as for Descartes, acting, and sometimes being 
acted on by, that other substance, body, to which it is so 
strangely and closely allied. Consciousness is pure act, 
always act, it never stops acting: we are “condemned to 
be free.” And so Hegel is vindicated. Substance has be- 
come subject with a vengeance. 

in the Critique, moreover, the whole point of the ar- 
gument is to prove that there is a dialectic which can be 
understood in history: and that means not just a move- 
ment of class-antagonisms over and above the people 
who suffer from this movement. It means a movement in 
which the “practical organisms” engaged in action and in 
suffering understand, out of and in their own actions, the 
movements of which they form part. What Sartre claims to 
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object to in Marxism is that it leaves out of its dialectic the 
individual existent, the freely self-chosen project of the 
for-itself. But what he really seems to be objecting to as 
the argument proceeds is the alleged failure of Marxism 
to make dialectical necessity “intelligible” — and that 
seems to mean, for him, a failure to identify dialectical 
processes with the self-understanding of the agents who 
shape them and are shaped by them. A process that is 
truly dialectical must be intelligible. But what does it 
mean to be intelligible? To be intelligible must mean to be 
of the nature of reason; it must be the understanding of it- 
self by itself. Substance, again, becomessubject: only the 
reflective coalescence of the material happening with its 
conscious, its ideal meaning, makes it what it really is. 
However grounded in matter, in need, in scarcity, in the 
facts of economic and political life, this is still Idealism. In 
its ontological import, as well as in important aspects of 
its method and in the provenance and meaning of its cen- 
tral concepts, Sartre’s philosophy owes to the Hegelian at 
least as much as it does to the phenomenological tradi- 
tion. 

Sartre and Kierkegaard 

With this very sketchy account of his relation to 
Hegel, however, we have not finished with Sartre’s debt to 
the Hegelians. We must take account of his debt to Kier- 
kegaard and Marx, Hegel’s two greatest nineteenth-cen- 
tury critics. For Sartre’s dialectic uniquely combines 
themes from all three. 

The kinship of Sartre’s philosophy with Kierke- 
gaard’s is obvious, and has been much discussed. Kier- 
kegaard was the first “existentialist”; Sartre is the great- 
est latter-day “existentialist.” True, the label was thrust 
on Sartre, but he has accepted and even adopted it. Kier- 
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kegaard, finding in Hegel’s dialectic an empty play with 
ideas, had insisted that what matters is the dialectic, not 
of essence, but of existence — and by this he meant 
human, indeed, subjective, existence. Taking dialectic 
not only in its methodological, but also in its ontological 
aspect, he urged his reader to plunge into the real devel- 
opment, not of some “Absolute,” but of his living, suffer- 
ing self. And a century later Sartre remarks: “. . . we 
ought to oppose to Hegel Kierkegaard, who represents 
the claims of the individual as such.” 2 The emphasis on 
dread (angoisse), moreover, as liberating mood, stems, 
historically, through Heidegger from Kierkegaard. True, 
in each of the three cases the situation that arouses dread 
is different. For Kierkegaard, dread is of my nothingness 
before my infinite Maker; for Heidegger, dread is of my 
coming nothingness in death; for Sartre, it is of my total 
responsibility for my own choice of myself, which, as nihi- 
lism, rests on — nothing. Yet dread in each case is some- 
how dread of nothing and it is dread in each case that can 
uniquely awaken the individual to his own true resolve. 

All that is by now commonplace. Yet to speak of a 
major “influence” here seems questionable. That the first 
dialectic of the individual is Kierkegaard’s is not to be 
denied, and Sartre acknowledges this priority. But all the 
influences that have been dealt with so far — Descartes’s, 
Husserl’s, Heidegger’s, and Hegel’s — form essential and 
inextricable strands of Sartre’s thought. He has assimi- 
lated their thinking, or aspects of it, as deeply as he had 
assimilated in imagination the daring of his childhood he- 
roes. His kinship with Kierkegaard, however, seems to me 
in the last analysis rather a parallelism than an influence. 
The individual in search of himself, finding himself, in that 
search, before an abyss of nothingness: that is, after all, 
the characteristic of our time. Its source could be said to 
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as well as a host of lesser literary figures. Or, as Raymond 
Aron does, one couid refer it to Pascal, substituting the 
absence of God for God. Admittediy, Sartre not only re- 
fers to Kierkegaard in this connection, but aiso acknowl- 
edges the influence, if not of Kierkegaard directly, at least 
of Jean Wahl’s existentialism. And at the beginning of his 
Questions de Methods he treats briefly of Kierkegaard’s 
existentialism in contrast to that of others, such as Jas- 
pers. Yet one cannot imagine Sartre really steeped in the 
reading of Kierkegaard as one is sure that he has steeped 
himself in the writings of his other sources. The two think- 
ers differ too extremely both in interest and in philosophi- 
cal style. 

Kierkegaard considered himself primarily — as 
Louis Mackay has ably argued — “a kind of poet,” one 
who uses philosophy for poetic ends.^ Sartre, we have 
seen, is certainly not a poet, and, at least as we are con- 
sidering him here, he is not even primarily an imaginative 
prose writer. He is a philosopher who has sometimes cast 
his arguments in fictional or dramatic form. True, both 
men have produced a corpus of literary-philosophical 
works which form in each case a coherent whole. But to 
understand what Sartre has to say as philosopher we can 
use the tools of philosophy: the conventional knowledge 
of the history of thought, imaginative re-enactment of 
philosophicai description, conceptual participation in the 
course of dialecticai argument. To understand what Kier- 
kegaard has to say, except in a few sections of his most 
“philosophical” writings, in particular the Philosophical 
Bits and Unscientific Postscript, we have to read him as 
we would a poet: lingering in his moods, revelling in his 
language, his wit and humor, his irony. 

Moreover, Kierkegaard is a religious poet, while 
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Sartre’s philosophy is programmatically atheistic. Kier- 
kegaardian dread stems from the individual’s dizzying 
awareness of his distance from the Maker to whom he 
owes his very Being. The Sartrean individual is utterly 
alone, wholly responsible, making himself as the nega- 
tion of a barren field of being, in itself wholly devoid of 
meaning, or even, in its inertia, of power. When the Sar- 
trean for-itself is threatened, moreover, it is primarily by 
the Other, who rises up as an alternative center of exis- 
tence. Kierkegaard, it seems, never really noticed the 
human Other, even as Hell. It is Abraham confronting God 
that moves us in Fear and Trembling; Isaac is a stick. It is 
the seducer who matters in the aesthetic stage of Either- 
Or; Cordelia is a null. It is Judge William, the ideal married 
man, who is supposed to matter in the ethical life, though 
he is stuffy and unreal enough; his wife can scarcely be 
said to exist at all. My inner consciousness, miserable sin- 
ner that I am — and God; these are the entities celebrated 
in Kierkegaard’s poetry. It is the poetry of worship and of 
prayer, of an ingrown, breast-beating worship and prayer, 
alien or exaggerated even to many Christians, let alone to 
a thinker so far removed from religiosity as Sartre. Even 
as a negative limit of the for-itself’s development, as sug- 
gested earlier, God, for Sartre, is the cause of itself, the 
for-itself-in-itself, Spinoza’s one infinite, wholly com- 
plete, and wholly actual substance. For Kierkegaard, He 
is Father, Maker, and Master, stern Judge, and Merciful 
Pardoner of Sins. It is not His self-sufficiency which mat- 
ters, but His overwhelming power and overflowing good- 
ness. “Causa sui” would be from a Kierkegaardian point 
of view an empty phrase. So it is for Sartre, too, in the 
sense that it refers to no real entity; I cannot point to any 
Being that is or could be its denotatum. But as the ideal of 
what I seek and can not find it is significant, and crucially 
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SO, whereas God the Father for Sartre is simply an old 
gentleman whose acquaintance he made, briefly and su- 
perficially, in childhood, and with whom, he confesses, 
he might, given other circumstances, have got on well 
enough, but who in fact bowed out of his social circle long 
ago. Indeed, he not only doesn’t know him any more; he 
has demonstrated that He can not exist — or rather that 
causa sui, his philosophical alias, is non-existent. The liv- 
ing God of Kierkegaard or Pascal is, for him, not even a 
worthy target for disproof. 

Even as dialecticians the two writers differ, at least 
in the overall direction of their respective dialectics. 
Granted, they are both Hegelian, and as such their philo- 
sophical interests and arguments are similar, often strik- 
ingly so. Thus Sartre’s use of modal concepts in Being 
and Nothingness, for example, is reminiscent of Kierke- 
gaard on possibility and necessity in the Bits. In general, 
indeed, modal concepts seem to be dear to the hearts of 
dialectical philosophers. Sartre's account of the immedi- 
ate structures of the for-itself, again, strikingly resembles 
Kierkegaard’s account of the self in The Sickness to 
Death. Thus Kierkegaard, in a passage which is both a 
parody of Hegelian method and its apotheosis: “The self 
is a relation which relates itself to its own self, or it is that 
in the relation . . . that the relation relates itself to its own 
self; the self is not the relation but . . . [the fact] that the 
relation relates to its own self.” Sartre similarly de- 
taches the self from substantial status, and makes it, 
though more negatively, relational: “The for-itself is the 
being which determines itself to exist in as much as it can 
not coincide with itself.” ® For both philosophers, more- 
over, this self-related being, the being which is the stretch 
of its own relation to itself, is grounded in a being other 
than itself. Kierkegaard writes: “Such a relation which re- 
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lates itself to its own self (that is to say, a self) must either 
have constituted itself or have been constituted by an- 
other. . . . Such a derived, constituted reiation is the 
human seif, a reiation which relates itself to its own seif, 
and in relating itself to its own self relates itself to 
another.” ® And Sartre: ‘The for-itself in its being is fail- 
ure because it is the foundation oniy of itself as nothing- 
ness. in truth this failure is its very being, but it has mean- 
ing only if the for-itself apprehends itself as failure in the 
presence of the being which it has faiied to be; that is, of 
the being which would be the foundation of its being and 
no longer merely the foundation of its nothingness — or, to 
put it another way, which would be its foundation as coin- 
cidence with itself. . . . Human reality is its own surpass- 
ing toward what it lacks; it surpasses itself towards the 
particular being which it would be if it were what it is. 
Human reality is not something which exists first in order 
afterwards to lack this or that; it exists first as lack and in 
immediate synthetic connection with what it lacks.” ^ In 
the one case, to be sure, the transcendent Being to which 
we are referred is the Hebraeo-Christian God, and in the 
other, inert exterior Being-in-itself ; yet both the move- 
ment of their thought and the insight it carries are closely 
parallel. 

In short, the concepts both philosophers are work- 
ing with have the kind of generality which characterizes 
Hegelian philosophizing, and their use is the kind of quick 
to-and-fro that, again, marks dialectical argument. One 
wants to say: word-juggling. How else can one character- 
ize Kierkegaard’s, ‘‘The disrelationship of despair is not a 
simple disrelationship but a disrelationship in a relation 
which relates itself to its own self”; ®orSartre’s, ‘‘In order 
for being to be lacking or lacked, it is necessary that a 
being make itself its own lack; only a being which lacks 
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can surpass being toward the lacked.” ® Yet there is not 
only brilliance in the juggling, in its speed and skill; 
through it one sometimes gains insight that the more 
moderate methods of analysis fail to achieve. It is irritating 
that this is so; there is surely something about the method 
too facile to be true, the concepts it uses are surely too en- 
tirely general to convey anything about concrete reality. 
Yet they do sometimes convey something: in this case, of 
the self-and-other relatedness of human being, a thesis 
fundamental to any adequate philosophy of man. In Kier- 
kegaard’s case, moreover, there is immense variety of 
psychological insight in his typology of despair; andthere 
are similar observations of special cases here and there 
in Being and Nothingness. To make such comparisons 
here, however, would be tedious and irrelevant. I want 
simply to emphasize that both these philosophers are in 
fact practitioners of Hegelian dialectic at its best. 

Yet they are dialecticians with a difference, both in 
their interests and in the devices they use to implement 
them. Kierkegaard, once more, is a religious poet: his aim 
is to bring himself — or his reader, could he find him — to 
tremble before God, to live in that terrible yet glorious 
confrontation. Sartre is an ontologist: however much he 
claims to stress the individual, it is the Being of the indi- 
vidual, his having to be what he is not and not be what he 
is, that he wants to exhibit and make intelligible. Kierke- 
gaard seeks indirect communication: hence his host of 
pseudonyms. What he has to say is really the unsayable, 
one either lives it after him or fails to hear it. For Sartre, on 
the contrary, “all is significance.” In its very nihilation, in 
its contradictions, human reality brings meaning to the 
world, makes even the in-itself intelligible. Reason must 
triumph. Even passion, we have seen, must be interpreted 
as action, because it must be rational: it must be some 
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way, even if an absurd one, of making sense. If man “tries 
to become God and fails,” at least he tries, and he must be 
able to give reasons for his efforts. Given these different 
aims, finally, their means of attaining them differ accord- 
ingly. However abstract Kierkegaard’s manipulation of 
concepts in passages like those quoted, his aim is always 
existential: it is self-inspection and self-transformation 
that he is after. T rue, Sartre, in Being and Nothingness at 
least, taking off from phenomenology, often uses exam- 
ples more concretely within his arguments, yet he seeks a 
much more general and conceptual issue. Kierkegaard 
engages his fictitious characters, scenes or stories, as 
well as his dialectical arguments, in the one aim of self- 
development of the religious life. Sartre devotes both de- 
scription and dialectic to the cause of ontology: of seek- 
ing to understand the being of myself and the being other 
than myself that is the in-itself. “What we desire to appro- 
priate in an object,” he writes, “is being and is the 
world.” This is a Hegelian aim, as it has been the aim of 
all systematizing thinkers; it is the aim against which Kier- 
kegaard rebels. Sartre, whatever concepts he has bor- 
rowed from Kierkegaard, and whatever methods he 
shares with him, far from abandoning the goal of the Sys- 
tem, has made it his very own. 

Sartre and Marxism 

There remains the question of Sartre’s relation to 
Marxism. This is a question I shall deal with more thor- 
oughly when we come to the Critique, but let me put it 
briefly here in order to complete my account of Sartre’s 
dialectical predecessors. 

If Kierkegaard turned the dialectic to the individu- 
al’s inner existence, Marx turned it, not only “right side 
up,” but outward: to the material conditions of life, to 
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labor and its exploitation by capital. How can one thinker 
coherently make both these moves at once — both inward 
to my consciousness and outward to the class struggle? 
Yet that is just what Sartre claims to have done. Indeed, he 
seems to have come to Hegel through Marx; it was dia- 
lectical materialism that led him to dialectic — but to exis- 
tential dialectic, of all things. The three dialectics as- 
sumed their roles in his thought contemporaneously; if 
the Marxist one — in its peculiar Sartrean form — takes 
the stage more conspicuously in the Critique, it had been 
patiently waiting in the wings for its cue. 

Sartre himself has told the story in the opening 
pages of the Critique, or rather of Questions de Methode, 
the treatise on method written in the 1950’s for a Polish 
journal, which forms its introduction. His formal educa- 
tion, he says there, though officially “idealist,” had in- 
cluded no initiation into dialectical thought. The famous 
lectures of Kojeve on reading Hegel took place between 
1933 and 1939, when Sartre was already teaching philos- 
ophy in a lycee. In 1925, on the contrary, he writes, “the 
horror of dialectic was such that even Hegel was unknown 
to us.” Marx and Marxism, he says, were only referred 
to from the outside: Marx must be read “to be refuted.” 
Even the communist students dared not refer to such top- 
ics in their official lives; they would have failed their ex- 
aminations. Sartre did read Capital and The German 
Ideology in this period, but though he “understood it 
luminously,” he confesses, he nevertheless understood it 
not at all. “To understand is to change, to advance on 
one’s own; that reading did not change me.” Marxism 
came to him, not as political or social theory, but as a 
“reality”; “the heavy presence, on my horizon, of the 
working masses, an enormous and sombre body that 
lived Marxism, that practiced it and that exercised from a 
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distance an irresistible attraction on the petit bourgeois 
intellectuals.” This has been its primary role for Sartre 
all along: it is a reality that lures him, that moves him — he 
longs to serve it, to be it; but it is not his reality. At the time, 
he says, its philosophy did not seem to him and his con- 
temporaries to have any privileged position. “We said to 
ourselves; ‘Here are the conceptions of a German intel- 
lectual who lived in London in the middle of the last 
century.’ ” And despite his later insistence that Marx- 
ism, or rather the position of Marx himself (as he inter- 
prets it) is the only philosophy of the twentieth century, 
this external relation to Marx has never been overcome. 
His very adulation of Marxism in the Critique and other 
postwar writings rings not quite true. “Marxism” as he 
conceives it seems still to be his Other, the Other to which 
he must surrender, yet on his own terms. 

And these terms are still, as they were at the outset, 
existential. The reaction of his contemporaries to their 
idealist training, Sartre recalls, was to embrace against 
the smooth system of their teachers a darker and theoreti- 
cally (though only theoretically) more violent mood. They 
revelled in Unamuno’s “tragic sense of life.” They cele- 
brated Wahl’s Toward the Concrete, seeking, however, 
to take “concreteness” — life in its full richness, in its 
individuality — as starting point, not conclusion. This was 
the turn to existence — to the sense of individual crisis, 
even of individual despair — which Sartre, like so' many 
contemporary writers, did indeed “advance to on his 
own,” and from which, Marxism or no Marxism, he has 
never retreated. This position, with its stress on the inner 
quality of experience, its sense of human isolation, of the 
“darkly felt split between things as they are and things as 
they ought to be,” all this he could indeed assimilate, 
whether as Cartesian individualist, as phenomenologist 
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concerned to describe the data of consciousness in all 
their purity, or as the man who had been that lonely child 
recalled in Les Mots. (No, maman, don’t ask the other 
boys to pfay with me; but perhaps I can imagine how mis- 
erable, deep down inside, each of them too must be!) 

Philosophically and politically, Sartre recalls, the 
position he and his friends took at this period was a kind 
of pluralism: a position essentially of the right, which re- 
fused to “totalize,” refused to subsume the crisis of the 
present under its proper dialectical, and Marxist, rubric. 

It was the war and the occupation, he says, which taught 
them better. Or, if one follows Simone de Beauvoir’s ac- 
count, it was first the Spanish Civil War (where after all the 
officially Marxist state was on the side of justice) that 
brought political events emphatically to the attention of 
these young academicians. Between Franco and Hitler 
they came to see (so they allege) that pluralism is fascist. 
They were rescued by the tragic events of the 1930’s and 
1 940’s. They fled from the bourgeois right to the banner of 
revolutionary socialism, which, though without ever em- 
bracing any party of the left, they still proudly fly. 

Is this a true story? Yes and no. First, parentheti- 
cally, let us put to one side the equation of pluralism with 
fascism. If fascism has a theory at all, it is a “totalizing,” 
not a “pluralistic” one. Liberal democracy, the official 
theory of the bourgeoisie, is a far cry either from the cleri- 
calism of the Falangists or the blood-and-soil mysticism 
of the Nazis. By the weakness and folly of its adherents it 
did indeed permit their rise; but that does not make it phil- 
osophically their equivalent. To insist as uncompromis- 
ingly as Sartre does on the dichotomy of fascism =plu- 
ralism versus Marxism = “totalization” is to indulge once 
more in the same kind of dualistic either-orthat makes 
him so fundamentally unpolitical, indeed, so unhistorical 
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a thinker. Nor am I contradicting myself here. Sartre is an 
excellent historian — of philosophy. But it is precisely the 
imprecisions, the half-lights, the muddles of real history 
that he fails to see. 

Yet his account is convincing in so far as it concerns, 
not the history of our time, but his own development. It illu- 
minates the intimate relation of the existential to the 
“Marxist” aspect of his thought, and enables us to under- 
stand how both the general intent of his philosophy and 
some of his central concepts could take on a quasi-Marx- 
ist slant. First, the existentialist’s “tragic sense of life” be- 
came for him the conceptual instrument through which he 
sought to recognize, alongside the politicians of the left 
and the masses they claimed to represent, the real op- 
pression and injustice of the real world. He sees the step 
to existentialism now as the revolt of a petty bourgeois in- 
tellectual against the dominant class to which, neverthe- 
less, he still belonged. He and his friends expressed their 
rebellion, at the time, in what he later found to be inade- 
quately practical terms; they talked of “essences” and 
“ideas”; even the violence of their revolt was purely con- 
ceptual. However, in Sartre’s case at least, it seems to me, 
the reason for the intellectual cast of his rebellion was 
not, in the last analysis, the fact that he was still a bour- 
geois, expressing his dissatisfaction with the establish- 
ment of the day by denying its monistic (idealist) solution 
in favor of a looser, pluralistic position. His rebellion was 
intellectual because it was an intellectual’s, indeed, a 
philosopher’s, rebellion, not that of a practical man. 
Though he still seeks to found the whole panorama of his- 
tory on praxis or the action of the individual, his own 
praxis, as Les Mots makes very clear, is verbal and con- 
ceptual. It has none of the spirit of calculation that all poli- 
tics, even revolutionary politics, demands. He insists on 
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“man in situation,” but theoretically; the messiness of the 
practical situation eludes him. He has indeed been a com- 
mitted writer, not admittedly in the sense of commitment 
to a party, but in the sense that he has publicly and em- 
phatically espoused, over and over, the cause of the ex- 
ploited or the oppressed, and the cause of revolutionaries 
who seek to overthrow exploitation or oppression. He 
does indeed support those who man the barricades. But it 
is not his metier to tear up the paving stones himself. This 
is the posture of the theoretical revolutionary, the man 
who simply and loudly says “no” to what there is, but it 
can also be the posture of the existentialist, certainly in 
the Sartrean form of existentialism: an existentialism, with- 
out transcendent values, without God, in which the lonely 
individual sees over against his own project, his own aspi- 
rations, the nauseating insufficiency of what in fact is to 
his own ideals. 

There is, it seems to me, something in common with 
Marxism in this existentialist attitude, both in its general 
intellectual strategy and in some particular concepts that 
Sartrean existentialism and at least some forms of Marx- 
ism share. 

In general, the in-itself/for-itself dichotomy iends it- 
self, in a very abstract fashion, to a “Marxist” position in 
social and political philosophy. If one seeks to go beyond 
the purely subjective dialectic of the inner man, the alter- 
native is — totalization. Over against myself as agent is 
the in-itself as meaningless, indefinitely extending exte- 
riority, as threat to myseif as for-itself, and this “in-itself” 
includes the dehumanized “humanity” of social institu- 
tions. True, I can take the world as a complex of tech- 
niques for my action; but I can also take it, alternatively, 
as a vast snare to objectify me, to deny my humanity. In- 
deed, society as institutionalized is the inhuman. It is ex- 
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propriation, act become inertial. I swing back and forth, 
therefore, between my aspiration to an impossibie good 
faith, to pure act, in here, and the threat, the wickedness 
of aii that is out there. I am by no means asserting that this 
is Marxism; but it does share with Marxism its utopian 
component. Either all is weii or nothing. And since it is 
never the case that all is well, one must take up a position 
of revolutionary nihilism: don’t fool yourself, all there is is 
rotten. If Sartre is to take a political stand, that is the only 
one his existentialism, his search forthe purely active act, 
could possibly allow him. 

Certain concepts, moreover, which play a crucial 
role in the argument of Being and Nothingness, are al- 
ready, if not Marxist, at least surrogates for their Marxist 
analogues. An obvious candidate is “alienation.” If Marx- 
ist alienation was a function of capitalism, of the laborer’s 
possession by the machine, for Sartre alienation, in the 
sense of the flight from the instant of pure activity, is the 
human condition as such. The two conceptions have in 
common, if nothing else, the Rousseauist thesis that man, 
born free, is everywhere in chains, and chains of his own 
making. Freedom is the true humanity, but men are fated 
to lose it through their own agency. Dialectical material- 
ism sees this loss in economic history and the exploitation 
of the working class by capital. In Being and Nothingness 
Sartre sees it in the individual’s own self-deception. But 
the formal alternative is the same: free action is humanity, 
and it is lost by human agency. 

A second parallel, finally, is the concept of class 
struggle. Though he approaches it in Being and Nothing- 
ness by a course very different from any Marxist argu- 
ment, and though he has to prove with immense circui- 
tousness in the Critique that there can be “struggle,” 
Sartre sees the togetherness of human beings as arising 
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primarily from conflict. In Being and Nothingness, there 
is no “we-subject” except indirectly. A and B and C all 
hate the D’s, for example, who want to objectify and thus 
exterminate them. They are united as a we-subject by com- 
mon hatred of the us-object whose raison d’etre is to 
make such an object of them. Thus the understanding of 
social history becomes essentially the understanding of 
the class struggle. And out of such hatred, the envisage- 
ment of political action is the envisagement of revolution, 
of overthrowing the exploitation that is the Other’s use of 
me, or, indirectly at least, of us. Again, if Sartre’s indi- 
vidualism lends itself to any political philosophy, it will 
be some sort of theory in which exploitation and the re- 
volt against exploitation are at the heart of the interpreta- 
tion of social structures. 

In these limited senses then, Sartre’s “Marxism” 
and his existentialism, however far apart these two tradi- 
tions may appear, form equally integral aspects of his phi- 
losophy even before the expansion of the “Marxist” 
theme. Yet if we look back at the Influence of the three di- 
alecticians, it is Hegel who wins hands down. Both the di- 
alectic of the for-itself and the dialectic of social praxis 
Sartre develops, ultimately, with a virtuosity, an ontologi- 
cal persistence, that seem to be inspired, through contact 
with existentialism and Marxist literature, in the last anal- 
ysis by Hegel himself. If his dialectic is narrower than He- 
gel’s in empirical content or poorer in concrete historical 
insight, what limits it is not so much Klerkegaardian In- 
trospection, let alone Marxian concern with the realities 
of economic life; what limits the scope of his dialectic, as 
it limits his phenomenology, is the presiding genius (per- 
haps the evil genius) of French philosophy: the spirit of 
Descartes. In both his major works of philosophy of date, 
Sartre is, or has become, a Hegelian dialectician whose 



speculation is nevertheless confined within the bounds of 
Cartesian dualism and of a truncated Cartesian rational- 
ity. That this is so — and in what respect — will become ap- 
parent as we follow the argument of Being and Nothing- 
ness in its main movement, and look more carefully at 
some of the problems that loom up before us in its course. 




from the phenomenon to being 


It is fashionable nowadays 
to identify philosophy with some- 
thing called “conceptual analysis.” 
Conceptual analysis is certainly a tool of phi- 
losophy; but what is it used for? The answer to 
that question seems to divide philosophers into two di- 
vergent camps. First, there arethose who reflect upon, and 
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within, experience in order to seek a clearer understand- 
ing of experience itself, of the ordinary world, whether of 
everyday life or of some specialized discipline. But then 
there are also, recurrently, those who philosophize in 
order to seek, beyond and behind everyday experience, 
some special insight into the really real. As things appear 
to us, they are forever changing. Is there not some per- 
manent reality behind them which they somehow express 
and which, if we follow the right method, we can come to 
understand? Philosophers, It seems, habitually return to 
this question, yet never come to a final answer — an an- 
swer that once and for all will put the search to rest. Kant 
found an ingenious solution, which, as It turned out, 
merely exacerbated the problem. There are really real 
entities, “noumena,” heclaimed, behind the phenomena, 
but, though we keep trying to grasp their nature, it is our 
nature never to succeed, and, as far as claims to knowl- 
edge go, we should stop trying. We can know things only 
as they appear, not as they are “in themselves.” Kant’s 
was a most unstable “solution.” There, over the fence, 
are the things in themselves, but we must be content to 
nibble away at our phenomenal meadow, with the greener 
grass of reality exasperatingly out of bounds. The two 
greatest movements of European philosophy since Kant, 
Hegelian dialectic and Husserlian phenomenology, were 
both concerned to eliminate the Kantian dichotomy. The 
question of how Hegel in fact meant to do this — by 
bringing everything (in the Phenomenology of Mind) 
within the scope of experience, or by swelling out the 
human, experiencing person (In the Logic and else- 
where) into a kind of suprahistorical super-superego — 
that difficult question, fortunately, need not concern us 
here. It is in the phenomenology of the twentieth century 
that Sartre had found the cure for the ailment Kant had be- 
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queathed to us. Husserl has abolished the noumenon. If 
thought is always of — an object, that object is not the 
hither side of some hidden “X”; it is simply, as object of 
thought, what it appears as, and no more. But that is 
plenty. For the phenomenologist’s “phenomena” are not 
the mythical “impressions” of Hume or the sense data of 
the positivist’s dream. They have the full richness of expe- 
rience itself: stripped of speculation, without conven- 
tional superstructures, they can be studied accurately 
and systematically, so that a structured range of objects 
and modes of experiencing them are displayed, all lumi- 
nously appearing as they are — since it is appearances 
that they are. It was with confidence in this enterprise that 
Sartre had written his sketch on the emotions and had dis- 
covered how affective consciousness, normally non- 
thetic, can serve on occasion as magical surrogate for the 
rational control of objects. The position he reached there 
remained as starting point of Being and Nothingness. Not 
only is non-thetic or “pre-reflective” consciousness the 
first principle of that work and the subject matter of its 
first major theme; the theory of the emotions is also re- 
tained, recurring, as we shall see, in the last, most frankly 
“ontological” phase of the argument. Or, to make a more 
general point, Sartre firmly maintains his affirmation of 
Husserl’s success in doing away once and for all with the 
shadow of Kant’s thing-in-itself. It is from that achieve- 
ment and its implications that his argument begins. Sartre 
draws a clear distinction between the Kantian phenome- 
non, which relates to the noumenon as appearance to 
being, and Husserl’s theory of the phenomenon, which 
holds that there is nothing behind the appearance: the 
phenomenon, supported by nothing other than itself, re- 
fers only to itself and to the total series of appearances. If 
we start honestly within consciousness, within experi- 
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ence as experienced and experiencing, there is no ques- 
tion of any hidden reality. “Consciousness has nothing 
substantial; it is pure appearance in the sense that it ex- 
ists only to the degree to which it appears.” ' And even 
when we move, via the ontological proof, from conscious- 
ness to being, it is not noumenal being that is in question, 
but the transphenomenal being of phenomena — the 
being of this table, of this package of tobacco, of this 
lamp, the being of the world implied by consciousness. 
Thus, the phenomenon, freed of its inacessible noumenal 
alternate, is before us in its complete being as the pure 
appearance that it is. 

Yet the resolution of the Kantian dichotomy turns out 
to be itself unstable, or so Sartre argues in the Introduc- 
tion to Being and Nothingness. Concurring in modern phi- 
losophy’s rejection of the noumenon, his Introduction 
nevertheless proceeds to demonstrate the instability of 
phenomenology and to transcend it in the direction of an 
ontological inquiry. The argument is condensed and ob- 
scure, but worth disentangling, since it lays the founda- 
tion for the structure of the work itself. I shall therefore ex- 
amine it in some detail before going on to trace in much 
more general outline the course of the argument that fol- 
lows. 

In Section One, Sartre begins, as we have seen, by 
accepting modern thought’s banishment of the Kantian 
noumenon. Much of what he says in this section applies, 
incidentally, as much to “phenomenal/sm” as to phenom- 
enology. It is the rejection of speculative metaphysic, 
even in its most vestigial form, that he is referring to, a 
rejection common to many schools of thought. Thus he 
speaks here of Poincare and Duhem as well as of Husserl. 
But since he describes his own enterprise as “phenome- 
nological ontology,” it seems reasonable to read this 
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opening argument also as that of a philosopher starting 
from what he believes to be Husserl’s method and modi- 
fying it in his own way. In any case, what matters here, 
first, is simply the rejection of the noumenon, a step on 
which phenomenalism, with its modest empiricism, and 
phenomenology, with its more ambitious aims, agree. 

Beginning, then, with this fundamental thesis of 
modern philosophy, Sartre proceeds to make a numberof 
opening moves which set the stage for what follows. First, 
he examines, and apparently validates, the claim that 
modern thought by “reducing the existent to the series of 
appearances” has overcome a number of “dualisms.” 
First, it has transformed the contrast of internal and exter- 
nal; there is no inaccessible “inside” to objects “behind” 
their apparent surfaces. Instead there is simply the ap- 
pearance contrasted with a series of appearances equal- 
ly apparent. It has also abolished the contrast between 
appearance and reality: the phenomenon is the existent, 
there is no lurking “really real” of which it is the ap- 
pearance. For if the phenomenon is relative to some one, 
yet it is nevertheless absolutely itself; it is at least rela- 
tive-absolute. Nor, thirdly, does the duality of potency and 
act survive: behind the act there is no power or disposi- 
tion “in view of which” the act is possible. What about es- 
sence and existence? Here, too, there has been a change. 
We have the appearance of the existent, or the existent as 
it appears, still contrasted with its essence, but the latter, 
being simply “the manifest law of the series of appear- 
ances,” is equally apparent. It is not an essence off in 
some other world, as “essence” once was thought to be. 

Through all these alterations, Sartre proceeds to 
argue, we have not so much abolished all dualities as we 
have converted them into a single new contrast, that of 
finite and infinite. The existent, we have already seen. 
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manifests itself in a series of appearances. Each such ap- 
pearance is finite, but the series must be infinite. Why? 
The series must be infinite, first, Sartre insists, simply be- 
cause each appearance appears to a subject. For even if 
an object should manifest itself through only one aspect 
or “profile” (Abschattung), even if I always perceived 
only that one aspect, only this side of G. E. Moore’s ink- 
well, for instance, I always have the possibility of per- 
ceiving it from other points of view. That is what “perceiv- 
ing” means. From the side of the appearance itself, 
secondly, we can also draw the inference that the series 
of appearances cannot be finite, for this would mean, 
Sartre argues, “that the first appearances do not have the 
possibility of reappearing, which is absurd, or that they 
can all be given at once, which is still more absurd.” 2 
What, then, has the theory of the phenomenon accom- 
plished? What it has done in fact is to replace reality (be- 
longing to things) with objectivity (belonging to phenom- 
ena), and, Sartre points out, it has justified this change by 
an appeal to infinity. Again, this statement would be 
equally characteristic of Husserl’s account of perception 
as the series of profiles of an object systematically inter- 
related by receding into an infinitely expanded horizon, 
and of a phenomenalist formula like John Stuart Mill’s 
“permanent possibility of sensation,” since a finite series 
could not be “permanently” possible. Sartre proceeds to 
gloss this thesis in characteristically Cartesian fashion. 

What is “reality”? “The reality of that cup is that it 
is there and that it is not me.” 2 Now in modern terms we 
interpret this to mean “that the series of its appearances 
is bound by a principle which does not depend on my 
whim.” ^ This statement in turn is interpreted both from 
the subject and the object side. First, the appearance in 
itself would be simply a “subjective phenomenon,” this 
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appearance to me here now. To achieve a principle of or- 
ganizing appearances, therefore, the subject must trans- 
cend this appearance in the direction of the series: “he 
must seize Red through his impression of red,” ^ where 
by “Red” is meant precisely the principle of the series. 

Or, similarly, he must seize the electric current through 
the electrolysis — that is, through its manifestations. But 
all this, though achieved through the subject’s transcen- 
dence of the appearance, in fact establishes the objectiv- 
ity of the object. So we can equally well argue, from the 
object side, that “on principle an object posits the series 
of its appearances as infinite.” ® So the appearance, too, 
not only the subject to which it appears, itself demands 
that it be “surpassed to infinity.” Without that surpassing 
it could not be apprehended as “an appearance of what 
appears,” as appearance of an object, albeit a phenom- 
enal object. 

The new opposition, therefore, replaces all the 
traditional dualities. So Sartre declares. But he now pro- 
ceeds to reinstate them all within this single principle — 
to reinstate them, indeed, as more radically opposite 
than they had been before. First, external /internal: the 
object, of which each appearance is one aspect, is totally 
in this aspect (since there is no “real” thing behind it), 
yet at the same time totally outside It (since the series 
itself, which is infinite, and the principle of which makes 
the object objective, never as such appears In any one 
aspect). Similarly for potency and act: If the appearance 
is what it is, and potency is banished, a new “potency” 
returns — the potency “to be developed in a series of real 
or possible appearances.” ^ Finally, essence and existence 
are again, and more radically, divorced. For Plato, for 
example, who represents for most of us the most extreme 
“two-world” philosophy, forms do indeed exist apart 
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from the phenomena, yet the phenomena share in that 
higher being. Indeed, they have such existence as they 
have in view of that very sharing. Now, however, we have 
abolished participation, since the essence is that which 
is manifested by an infinite series of manifestations. But 
then it is never manifested, even imperfectly, in any one. 
Thus we have, within the theory of the phenomenon, not 
only a single dualism, but an aggravation of all the old 
ones. In every case, in fact, an original polarity has been 
transcended or replaced, only to give way to a sharper 
opposition, if not an outright contradiction. This con- 
clusion, concealed within the compression of the initial 
argument, Sartre will draw out to its full paradoxical 
consequences in the seven hundred pages to come. 

The process is prefigured in the remaining sections 
of the Introduction. Section Two cuts apart “the phenom- 
enon of being” and “the being of the phenomenon,” and 
presents in little the theme to be elicited from the next 
section. We find that even the pure appearance can be 
questioned about its being, and, indeed, must be so: the 
two are not identical, nor does the phenomenon as such, 
even the phenomenal object as such, of itself reveal its 
being. T rue, there is no “being” behind the phenomenon. 
As phenomenon, as existence, and even, in the principle 
of its appearances, as essence, it is coextensive with its 
being. Yet it is also different from its being, since, trans- 
phenomenally, we can ask — indeed, cannot avoid ask- 
ing — what its being is. The phenomenon reveals itself; 
that it is, is the condition of its revelation. Yet if, in turn, 
we take that phenomenon: that it is, the phenomenon 
of being, as a revelation, we want in turn to ask about the 
being on the basis of which it is revealed. Thus, the phe- 
nomenon, even the purest phenomenon, transcends itself 
in the direction of ontology. 
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Two points should be noted about this brief section, 
one parenthetically, the other as a fundamental premise 
of the whole argument. First, when Sartre considers the 
possibility of a direct revelation of being as phenomenon, 
he finds being disclosed to us by an immediate access 
which is affective rather than intellectual (typically, Sar- 
tre cites “boredom” and “nausea”), and ontology be- 
comes the description of being as it presents itself di- 
rectly to us. We may put aside here the question why 
Sartre prefers “boredom” or “nausea” rather than, say 
“wonder” or “ecstasy.” But essential to the very structu re 
of the argument is a remark tucked into the final para- 
graph of the section, which both anticipates the thesis 
that “all knowledge is intuitive” and indicates the way in 
which Sartre’s ontology is to transcend knowledge. This 
move, beyond or behind knowledge to some other rela- 
tion to being on which it rests, is fundamental to the struc- 
ture of the argument to come. Yet Sartre seems to intro- 
duce it almost unawares. We have to establish first of all, 
he writes, “the exact relation which unites the phenome- 
non of being to the being of the phenomenon.” ^ To do 
this, he continues, we should “consider that the whole of 
the preceding remarks has been directly inspired by the 
revealing intuition of the phenomenon of being.” ® In 
other words, we have tried to take being not as the mere 
condition of appearance, but as itself “an appearance 
which can be determined in concepts” — as other appear- 
ances can be determined if we either list their properties 
or move toward their “meaning,” that is, their essence as 
the principleof the series of appearances (“Red” through 
red . . . etc.). But this attempt has shown us that in the 
case of being we cannot make such a reduction: the phe- 
nomenon of being exceeds our grasp either through 
properties or meaning; it still points to being as trans- 
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phenomenal. So, Sartre says — and this is the fateful 
step — “we have understood . . . that knowledge cannot 
by itself give an account of being.” In other words, 
knowledge is the direct presentation of phenomena; it is 
intuition, “the act of a clear and attentive mind,” in its si- 
mon-pure self-contained direction toward what it sees. 
The reach beyond appearances to being, therefore, is a 
reach beyond knowledge. The phenomenon of being not 
only leads beyond the phenomenon to its being, “requir- 
ing afoundation which is transphenomenal”: ” in leading 
us that way, it also leads us beyond knowledge itself to 
some fundamentally non-cognitive attitude. Sartre con- 
cludes: 

What is implied by the preceding considerations is that 
the being of the phenomenon, although coextensive with 
the phenomenon, can not be subject to the phenomenal 
condition — which is to exist only in so far as it reveals 
itself — and that consequently it surpasses the knowledge 
which we have of it and provides the basis for such 

knowledgeJ2 

It is in the next section, on ‘The Pre-Reflective Co- 
gito and the Being of the Percipere,” that we decisively 
make this move from the secure inspection of the phe- 
nomenon as known to a precognitive foundation for 
knowledge. At the same time It should be noted that the 
two theses established in the previous section, the trans- 
phenomenality of being and its precognitive import, will 
be confirmed in radically divided areas. It is conscious- 
ness that will reveal to us a precognitive dimension, and it 
is being as such, being-in-itself as radically other than 
consciousness, that will take us beyond the phenomenon 
to ontology. The phenomenon has twin transphenomenal 
roots, but they are far from identical twins. The phenome- 
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non appears to — consciousness, and that conscious- 
ness, as knowing consciousness, is founded in the pre- 
cognitive moment of the not-yet-reflective cogito: I am 
counting my cigarettes, non-thetically aware of myself as 
counting. The phenomenon which appears, on the other 
hand, is, and as being it demands the transphenomenal, 
demands a being other than consciousness as the condi- 
tion of its appearance. Thus consciousness is tied to itself 
behind and before knowledge in the pre-reflective cogito, 
and at the same time catapulted into the obscurity of 
sheer being, being which is coextensive with appear- 
ance, yet at the same time its ontological obverse. 

Sartre opens this next stage of his preiiminary argu- 
ment by proposing to consider once more the possibility 
of resting in the phenomenon, of accepting the Berke- 
leyan identity “esse est percipi,” “To be is to be per- 
ceived.” It will not work, he holds, for two reasons, one in 
the nature of the percipere, of perceiving, one in the na- 
ture of the percipi, the perceived. 

The examination of the former makes more explicit 
the view of knowledge hinted at in the previous section 
and establishes its first and primary consequence. Know- 
ing, Sartre hoids, is the explicit, intentional confrontation 
of the act of knowing with what it knows. But is knowing it- 
self known? If it were, we would be started on an infinite 
regress, from the idea to the idea of the idea and so on 
indefinitely — a regress which, once started, would never 
stop. I would know my knowing and in turn my knowing of 
my knowing and my knowing of my knowing of my know- 
ing and . . . Only an initial resting place, a rooting of 
knowledge in something other than knowledge, could cut 
off this intolerable regression before it starts. I have al- 
ready mentioned, in discussing Sartre’s Cartesianism, 
the transformation of the cogito from reflective to pre-re- 
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flective, which he effects in order to cut short this regres- 
sive process; but I must recapitulate briefly here in order 
to put the Sartrean “absolute” where it belongs, at the 
head of his argument. 

We start from the phenomenon as apprehended, 
that is, as known. What knows, however, is conscious- 
ness: “The law of being in the knowing subject is to-be- 
conscious.” being — “to-be-conscious” — will turn 

out on the one hand to be entirely phenomenal: con- 
sciousness is, utterly lucid, it is pure appearance, its 
existence is its appearance. But on the other hand, it is 
also transphenomenal, for it is the being of the knowing 
subject. Yet it is not being simpliciter, for it is the being of 
consciousness. And consciousness, of course, is ines- 
capably intentional. It is always consciousness of — . Not 
that all intentionality is cognitive; there are also, for in- 
stance, Sartre admits, “affective states of conscious- 
ness”; they, too, are of — , but in some other way. But here 
it is the pure phenomenon — that is, the object of 
knowledge — from which we have started; so it is knowing 
consciousness, which is always consciousness of — its 
object, that we are interrogating, and it istheprecognitive 
foundation of knowing consciousness that we are about 
to discover. 

Sartre’s argument here is brief, definitive, and, i be- 
lieve, invalid, slipping in an unwarranted minor premise 
which, though unstated, suffices to impose on all that is to 
follow, both in this work and later, the bias, sometimes 
slight, sometimes extreme, but always distorting, that 
characterizes his philosophy. 

“The necessary and sufficient condition for a know- 
ing consciousness to be knowledge of its object,” he as- 
serts,” is that it be consciousness of itself as being that 
knowledge.” That it is a sufficient condition is clear 



120 SARTRE 


enough, for “my being conscious of being conscious of 
that table” does indeed suffice for my being conscious of 
it — not for its existence in itself, but for its existence for 
me, insofar as 1 am conscious of it. But why is this “self- 
consciousness” a necessary condition? This is where 
Sartre’s argument is obscure and, indeed, as I see it, fa- 
tally misleading. This is where he ought to have re- 
nounced his Cartesian heritage, but failed to do so. 

Being conscious of itself as being the knowledge of 
its object is a necessary condition of a knowing con- 
sciousness’s being consciousness of its object, Sartre 
argues, because “if my consciousness were not con- 
sciousness of being consciousness of the table, it would 
then be consciousness of that table without conscious- 
ness of being so. In other words, it would be a conscious- 
ness ignorant of itself, an unconscious — which is 
absurd.” ''s Granted, the concept of an unconscious con- 
sciousness is indeed a contradictory and thus an absurd 
one. But why must a consciousness conscious of some- 
thing other than itself, as, following Husserl, Sartre 
agrees all consciousness is, be, because ignorant of it- 
self, not conscious at all? Consciousness is defined as 
other-directed; that doesn’t make it unconscious. On the 
contrary, it is just its vectorial character. Its conscious- 
ness of what is not itself, and therefore, one might sup- 
pose, its lack of consciousness of itself, its “ignorance” of 
itself if you will, that makes it conscious. Husserl may be 
mistaken — or, better, Husserl as interpreted by Sartre 
may be mistaken — in holding all cognitive conscious- 
ness to be thetic, positing its object explicitly and cen- 
trally. It may be — and I believe it is — the case that there is 
always a non-thetic foundation, a foundation of what Mi- 
chael Polanyi calls subsidiary awareness, at the root of 
even the most plainly intuitive, positional (or, in Polanyi’s 
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language, focal) awareness of an object. But why must 
that non-thetic residue be introduced, as Sartre intro- 
duces it, as consciousness (of) self? On the contrary, the 
non-thetic ground of consciousness is, in most of our 
dealing with the world, a set of clues on which we rely, 
from which we move, in order to make out, through them, 
the outlines, the meaning, of our focal object in the world, 
not of ourselves. The subsidiary is indeed interiorized, it 
is mine, but it is not me, or no more so than is the focal ob- 
ject I comprehend through it and with its aid. It is the 
crutch I lean on to advance out there into and with the 
world. To attend from it, and by means of it, to the world is 
indeed the necessary condition of knowledge — but that 
is by no means the same thing as to turn from the world to 
awareness, even subsidiary awareness, of myself. Nor is 
forgetting myself in my concentration on what, via the 
non-thetic, I seek to posit, to be identified with uncon- 
sciousness. Quite the contrary: the outward thrust of sub- 
sidiary awareness is the very transcendence of seif that 
makes intentionality possible. 

Why does Sartre fail to see this? Why does he argue 
that a non-self-conscious consciousness would be un- 
conscious? Clearly because for him, in Being and Noth- 
ingness as already in the Emotions, the cogito has been 
taken as the unique and indispensable starting point of all 
philosophy. And the cog/fo, unlike Husserl’s cog/faf/ones, 
is self-referential. In moving the content of consciousness 
out into the world, Sartre has nevertheless retained the 
Cartesian thesis that the first unique moment of thought 
must be thinking about thinking: consciousness, to be 
consciousness, must be seif-directed and self-contained. 
This moment has indeed lost the lucidity of the Cartesian 
original, for the light of consciousness now looks out- 
ward. It is, in itself, contentless, merely, as Sartre puts it. 
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“an operative intention”; but it must operate on itself, it 
must reverberate somehow within itself, else, he bel ieves, 
despite the thesis of intentionality, it would not be con- 
sciousness at all. True, in Sartre's view, this merely oper- 
ative intention cannot be cognitive, since knowledge is al- 
ways directed to an object, not to itself. So it is prior to 
knowledge; indeed, Sartre concludes, it is the precogni- 
tive absolute, the transphenomenal being on which, as its 
being, consciousness as phenomenon rests. The con- 
sciousness of consciousness, not as thetic but as non- 
thetic, is “the immediate non-cognitive relation of the self 
to itself” on which the very possibility of consciousness 
depends. This pre-reflective cogito, then, is the condition 
of the Cartesian cogito, as of every cogitatio. It is the ab- 
solute beginning of philosophy. 

But, again, it is precisely here, in founding philoso- 
phy on this immediate, non-cogitating cogito, that Sartre 
has foundered. He has cut off once more the bridge from 
thinker to thought that Husserl’s method had established 
and has insulated the empty self against any impact, ex- 
cept through negativity, from or on the world. Yet the very 
example he uses to illustrate his pre-reflective cogito 
could have led him beyond this initial, and, for him, ulti- 
mate impasse. In counting my cigarettes, he tells us, I do 
not know myself as counting, witness the fact that “chil- 
dren who are capable of doing a sum spontaneously can 
not explain subsequently how they set about it.” These 
tests of Piaget’s, Sartre continues, “constitute an excel- 
lent refutation ofthe formula of Alain — To know is to know 
that one knows.” Indeed they do; but what they indicate 
is simply the tacit ground of all knowledge, not a tacit 
knowledge of one’s self. They suggest that at the basis of 
knowing-that, there is a tacit knowing-how (an “operative 
intention”!) which cannot be made wholly explicit. They 



suggest a revision of the conception of knowledge to in- 
clude that other-directed tacit base. But to follow this 
suggestion would mean denying both the self-referential 
being of immediate consciousness and the wholly posi- 
tional character of cognitive consciousness. It would 
mean, moreover, denying not only these Cartesian princi- 
ples, but their corollaries also; the concept of conscious- 
ness as wholly active and as instantaneous. But to all 
these theses, as we saw earlier, .Sartre is committed from 
the start, too deeply committed to question them even at 
the hand of an example which so plainly illustrates their 
contrary. The child’s “knowing how to add” — which he 
cannot specify — is nevertheless knowledge; it is directed 
to the numbers he is adding, not to himself; it is both 
something he does, as agent, and a giving of himself to a 
task, as patient. Finally, as the action-x-passion of an em- 
bodied being, it takes time; it is not, it does not even aim at 
being, instantaneous, as the cogito is alleged to be. On all 
these counts, then, the Piaget experiment should lead us 
to substitute a non-thetic vector toward and within the 
world for any cogito, even a “pre-reflective” one. That 
move, however, Sartre is unable to make; and so we will 
find his assimilation of themes from Hegel, from Heideg- 
ger, and from Husserl, as well as his own phenomenolog- 
ical descriptions, confined and cramped, over and over, 
by the barrier of this first Cartesian step. 

To return to Sartre’s argument: his search for the 
being of the percipient has led him, he believes, to a non- 
reflective awareness (of) self as a non-substantial abso- 
lute. This is, primally and originally, how consciousness 
is: it simply surges up as non-thetic consciousness (of) it- 
self. It is its own beginning. That is why one can, and must, 
say of it that its existence implies, and precedes, its 
essence — not, indeed, as the particular realization of 
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some abstract possibility, but in its very rising into being, 
consciousness creates its essence, that is, the ‘‘synthetic 
order of its possibilities.” Without the existence of con- 
sciousness, there cannot even be nothingness. Con- 
sciousness is limited only by itself. Yet its existence, of 
course, is far from substantial ; it simply is as it appears: 

“it is precisely because consciousness is pure appear- 
ance, because it is total emptiness (since the entire world 
is outside it), it is because of this identity of appearance 
and existence within it that it can be considered as the 
absolute.” 

So much for the percipere. We have found its trans- 
phenomenality in the concrete subjectivity of conscious- 
ness itself. Have we then founded, in consciousness, the 
being of the percipi as well? Far from it. As the lines 
just quoted indicate, consciousness has “the whole world” 
— that is, its object — “outside it.” Granted, what is per- 
ceived is relative to the perceiver; it is passive, there to 
be acted on. But though passively awaiting the activity of 
consciousness, and though existing, as perceived, in re- 
lation to consciousness, it does not derive from conscious- 
ness, for it is, as perceived, before consciousness. In- 
tentionality reasserts itself. The very being of conscious- 
ness, as non-thetic (self) awareness, points to its other 
as what, thetically, it is consciousness of. For conscious- 
ness, existence is primary; its essence follows from its 
existence. For being-over-against-consciousness, how- 
ever, its very essence — to be over-against-conscious- 
ness — leads us to infer its necessary existence. Con- 
sciousness leads us to its object, the being of the phe- 
nomenon which confronts it, and the ontological proof 
leads us, dialectically, as noted earlier, from the essence 
of such a being to its existence. 

This Is the argument of sections IV and V (on the 
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being of the percipi and on the ontological proof), which 
is expanded, finally, in the tentative description of being- 
in-itself. Consciousness, we will find, exists as for-itself, 
in immediate, pre-reflective yet nevertheless doubling re- 
flection of (not on) its being. But thetically it is of, and nec 
essarily leads us to, its very opposite: being which simply 
is. Is in-itself, is what it is. We have distinguished, there- 
fore, two absolutely separated regions of being: on the 
one hand, the being of the pre-reflective cogito, and on 
the other, the being of the phenomenon, of which we had 
earlier been in search. Overcoming the dualisms of onto- 
logical tradition, we have reached the acme of all dual- 
isms: the sheer, active upsurge of consciousness, against 
the meaningless plenum of sheer being-as-such. Nor can 
either idealism or realism help us overcome this gap. Ide- 
alism would derive being from consciousness; but being 
does not flow from consciousness, it confronts it. Realism 
would derive consciousness from being; but conscious- 
ness has no derivation. It simply springs up. “Nothing” Is 
its cause. Its way of being (though not its being) is self- 
contained. It is in the way that consciousness has to be — 
and that, as we shall see to the point of satiety, is precisely 
not the way that being is. Sartre concludes: 


A multitude of questions remain unanswered: What is the 
ultimate meaning of these two types of being? For what 
reasons do they both belong to being in general? What is 
the meaning of that being which includes within itself 
these two radically separated regions of being? If ideal- 
ism and realism both fail to explain the relations which in 
fact unite these regions which in theory are without com- 
munication, what other solution can we find for this prob- 
lem? And how can the being of the phenomenon be 
transphenomenal? It Is to attempt to reply to these ques- 
tions that I have written the present workjs 
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Yet philosophical questions seldom hide surprising 
answers. The answers to Sartre’s questions are already 
packed away in the questions themselves. The dialectic 
that elicits them takes, from the start, an inexorable 
course. 

The Major Movement of the Argument 

Part I, “The Problem of Nothingness,” forges the 
tool by which Sartre will connect — always in 
d/sconnection — his two disparate spheres of being. The 
problem is no abstract one. What the Introduction has led 
us to, out of the restriction of philosophy to the pure phe- 
nomenon, is the concrete reality of this man as being-in- 
the-world. For it is part and parcel of the very structure of 
being-human that it is, on the one hand, its own immedi- 
ate, pre-reflective “self ’’-awareness and (but not merely 
additively “and”) its relation to the other realm of being, 
the being-in-itself that it is not. 

Paradigmatic for this relation — the relation of con- 
sciousness to being, or of man to world — is the attitude of 
the question. First, if I knew the answer I could not ask; 
therefore in questioning I assert the non-being of my 
knowing. Second, if the world had already given me the 
answer, I could not ask; therefore the question also en- 
tails the possibility of non-being in being itself. And third, 
the question implies the existence of a truth sought as an- 
swer. But this, too, Sartre insists, entails negation; for the 
true reply will be “thus and not otherwise.” The positive 
delimitation of truth from falsity will therefore constitute, 
as much as a negative answer would do, an introduction 
of non-being into the undifferentiated plenum of being- 
in-itself. The very nature of inquiry, therefore, including 
par excellence the present ontological inquiry, leads us 
to negation as the theme we need to pursue in order to 
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find the two great realms of being emerging in the con- 
crete bond between them that constitutes man. Waiting 
for Pierre in the cafe, we find how “nothingness haunts 
being.” Studying the conceptions of nothingness in Hegel 
and Heidegger, we move toward an Insight into the origin 
of such negation. It is through man that nothingness 
comes into the world; and, indeed, that is the reality of 
man: that through him nothingness comes into the world. 
But the reality of man is freedom; and freedom Is in fact, 
Sartre tells us, the human being putting his past out of 
play by secreting his own nothingness. 

Nihilation as a cleavage between my immediate 
psychic past and my present is the act by which I make 
myself as free. The consciousness of that cleavage is 
dread: the dizzying mood in which I recognize myself, 
not only as not being what I was, but also as being, in the 
mode of not being it, the future that I will, or ought to, be. 
This is the mood from which, in my everyday, “serious” 
existence, I am everywhere in flight. Evading the nihilat- 
ing revelation of dread, which exhibits me as an emergent 
freedom, responsible in this very instant for my own 
being, for the values which “start up like partridges be- 
fore my acts,” 20 1 hesitate in the false instantaneity of 
bad faith. Thus Sartre asks at the close of his first chapter, 
“what consciousness must be in the instantaneity of the 
pre-reflective cogito, if the human being is capable of bad 
faith?” 21 The inquiry which follows in Chapter Two, how- 
ever (the chapter entitled “Bad Faith”), already makes it 
plain that it is in fact bad faith which Is the predominant al- 
ternative. Social role-playing, for example (the way the 
waiter is a waiter, yet without being so in the straightfor- 
ward way in which the inkwell is an inkwell), invariably ex- 
emplifies the “inner disintegration” of my being, not the 
transcendence of that disintegration toward the in-itself 
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which, were it possible, would be its correct alternative. 
Thus we are already moving toward the final question of 
the book, not whether bad faith is possible, but whether 
some attitude different from it can in fact be realized. Man 
is freedom as nihilation, but is that freedom ever 
achieved? Can being as for-itself and being-in-itself ever 
be reconciled in the free act of a being which achieves its 
being for-itself as truly being? The thrust of the ontologi- 
cal inquiry initiated in the Introduction and the pathos of 
the self-destroying vision of man that this inquiry gener- 
ates will emerge inseparably through the intervening var- 
iations on the central theme. 

In Part One, then, the study of the “question” has 
opened up the perspective of nihilation, found dread as 
the instrument of self-recognition, and bad faith as its ap- 
parently inevitable alternative. Out of the i nitial positional 
consciousness of an object, supported by a non-positional 
consciousness (of) myself, the contrast of the in-itself as 
plenum and the for-itself as opposing that plenum — as a 
“hole in being” — has opened up. Part Two proceeds to 
examine the structures of the (in the first instance non- 
thetic but non-reflective) for-itself. 

First, let us deal with its immediate structures. We 
discover the “presence to itself ’’which “supposes that an 
impalpable fissure has slipped into being. If being is pres- 
ent to itself, it is because it is not wholly itself. Presence 
is an immediate deterioration of coincidence, for it sup- 
poses separation [my italics].” 22 What brings about this 
separation, however, is precisely nothing: this is the 
“fissure,” the “hole in being,” the “fall of the in-itself to 
the self,” “by which the for-itself is constituted.” 

How can such nothingness come to be? Only by 
what Sartre calls an ontological act, the “perpetual act by 
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which the in-itself degenerates into presence to itself.” 
Sartre describes this act as an absolute event in which 
nothingness — that is, consciousness — comes to being 
and is sustained by being; it is the very putting into ques- 
tion of being by being. As being is complete in itself, iso- 
lated in its plenitude, it cannot, for Sartre, be caused by 
any other being, nor can anything affect it. Its unique pos- 
sibility is nothingness, which, as nothingness of being, is 
sustained by being. This being we see in human reality, 
which, since it is defined by the “original project of its own 
nothingness,” is a being whose being is founded on noth- 
ingness. 

Out of this original foundation of nothingness, then, 
Sartre elicits the further structures of the for-itself. First, 
its facticity, its character as an unjustifiable act. Sec- 
ondly, its character as lack: human reality is the being 
which has to not-be what It is and to be what it is not. It is 
the over-against-being through which negation, through 
which lack appears in the world. To assert this lack, it 
must itself be a lack. But a lack of what? Of “the impossi- 
ble synthesis of the for-itself and the in-itself.” 23 Making 
itself as a lack of being, human reality is on principle both 
the aspiration to be (what it is not) and incapacity of such 
being, since it is precisely as not being that it is. To antici- 
pate a later formulation, “we are condemned to be 
free.” 24 vve choose ourselves, we make ourselves be, as 
the unrealized and, by the very logic of our being, unreal- 
izable completion of ourselves. 

In this nihilating act, thirdly, consciousness not only 
posits value, it is as value. Value is the lacked which the 
for-itself lacks. It is the empty “for” of the for-itself: “The 
being of value qua value is the being of what does not 
have being. . , . Value is beyond being. . . .Value taken 
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in its origin, or the supreme value, is the beyond and the 
for of transcendence ... the meaning and the beyond of 
all surpassing.” 25 

Notice, we are still with the pre-reflective cogito. 
Value at this stage is not known; it is not an object posited 
before consciousness, but rather is itself this non-thetic 
transparency, this consciousness of being which exists 
everywhere and nowhere. Value is lived concretely as 
my lack, which constitutes the meaning of my being, con- 
tinually present, always out of reach. Thetically, as the 
object of consciousness, value must be grasped reflex- 
ively, and along with itthefor-itself it accompanies. In this 
reflective consciousness, Sartre distinguishes two ele- 
ments: first, the Erlebnis upon which we are reflecting 
is posited as a lack; and second, value is thus seen to 
be the unattainable meaning of what is lacked. It is in 
this way that Sartre can term reflective consciousness, 
moral consciousness; for whenever I reflect, I am con- 
cerned with the meaning of what I lack as for-itself. 

Here again, Sartre ensures human freedom, for as reflec- 
tive consciousness I am free to consider certain values 
and to ignore others, to occupy myself with this or that 
object, yet my more or less studious attention to these 
values does not in any way affect the fact of their exis- 
tence. Note also that by implication the all-or-none of 
honest and unhappy dread or of the relaxation into bad 
faith is already given as our only pair of alternatives. 

Either on the level of reflection I shall rise to face myself 
as pure lack — in freedom, anguish, total responsibility — 
or sink into a complacent taking of my values (which are 
really lacks) as substantive realities. 

Short of the ultimate statement of this duality, Sartre 
adds here to facticity and value the concept of possibility 
as “the something which the For-itself lacks in order to be 
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itself,” 26 a something already shown to be unattainable in 
terms of its starting point. Finally, the dialectic of the for- 
itself and the possible {its possible) is shown to produce 
the “circuit of selfness” in which the self seeks itself by its 
own surpassing, and in which the world appears as the fu- 
gitive structure, “haunted by possibles,” which I live. 

The argument has been confined, so far, to the limits 
of the pre-reflective cogito; yet it has transcended these 
limits in that direction towards its possibles, which consti- 
tutes the for-itself s nihllating upsurge. It becomes neces- 
sary, therefore (in Part II, Chapter II), to elicit the tem- 
poral structure of the for-itself. Given the instantaneity of 
the cogito from which it started, however, Sartre can find 
in temporality only flight, “the refusal of the instant.” 27 
Consciousness temporallzes itself as what it was, in 
sheer contingency, and is not, and as the future which Is 
its lack, and which again it is not. Yet even so, as the very 
being which has to not-be what it is (was) and to be what 
it Is not (yet), the for-itself, even as denial, is nevertheless 
primarily present. InthisSartrediffersfrom Heidegger, for 
whom the Future is the dominant dimension or ekstasis. 
Thus Sartre argues that the Present, although it is condi- 
tioned by the Past and the Future just as much as it condi- 
tions them, forms the nothingness essential for the nega- 
tion of the Past (when the for-itself discovers it is its Past 
as that which it has to surpass) and the Future (when the 
for-itself discovers itself as lack, as what it is not and has 
to realize). The present Is “the mould of indispensable 
non-being for the total synthetic form of Temporality.” 28 

All this, in the life of consciousness, is still primarily 
non-thetic. I may try, in pure reflection (this is presumably 
what Sartre is attempting here), to seize on the character 
of original temporality itself: on the nihllating, empty 
eruption of the for-itself as historicity. More frequently, 
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however, consciousness falls prey to impure reflection, 
where, with their shadowy being, the structures of dura- 
tion, of psychic life, of the “person” are spun out. 

In Chapter III of Part II, “Transcendence,” Sartre re- 
turns, in the light of the exposition of the for-itself, to the 
question he had posed in the Introduction of the phenom- 
enon and its knowledge. (“Transcendence” here, it 
should be noted, is not the transcendence to the future, 
Heidegger’s “existentiality,” referred to in the “Tempor- 
ality” chapter, but the transcendent relation between the 
for-itself and the in-itself.) We are now moving from the 
for-itself as the non-thetic conscience (de) soi to the thetic 
consciousness of — an object. What does the being of the 
for-itself have to be in order to be knowledge of the in- 
itself? 

There is, Sartre announces (and as I have already 
mentioned) only intuitive knowledge, and intuition is the 
presence of consciousness to the thing. But presence-to 
— is, we have found, essentially negation. The for-itself 
puts itself in question as not being the being of the object. 
Knowing, though opposed to being, is also a form of be- 
ing; it is the for-itself as realizing its own being, and its 
otherness than being, in its internal negation of itself. We 
meet, in other words, in the clear light of positional con- 
sciousness, the exacerbation of the for-itself /in-itself, 
pour-soi /en-soi, conflict. The world as known refers us 
either to absolute being, when we consider knowledge to 
be subjective, or to ourselves, when we want to grasp this 
absolute. Consciousness is everywhere surrounded by 
being; being which is itself and nothing else. When the 
for-itself attempts to grasp being, it is thrown back on it- 
self. Knowledge, rising between the for-itself and the in- 
itself, between non-being and being, is itself defined in 
terms of what it is not; to know being as it is would mean 
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to be the thing itself. Yet, if I were to be the thing, then the 
whole question of knowledge would vanish, for the “such 
as it is” would have no meaning and according to Sartre 
could not even be thought. He denies that this is either 
skepticism (for this would place the “such as it is” on the 
side of being) or relativism (for there is truth in knowl- 
edge). But, although in knowledge we find ourselves in 
the presence of the absolute, the truth of knowledge is a 
human truth. “The world is human.” 29 

Within this to-and-fro, all-or-none context, Sartre 
has handled, in this chapter, a surprising number of tradi- 
tional (and some untraditional) epistemological cate- 
gories and problems: quality, quantity, abstraction (“the 
revelation in profile of my future”), space, time, and per- 
ception (“a conductor in the circuit of seifness”). He has 
elaborated, with a slight twist, Heidegger’s theory of the 
instrumentality of things. And he has returned to value, 
the in-itself-for-itself, which, as the “perpetually indi- 
cated but impossible fusion of essence and existence,” 
is apprehended as beauty. The beautiful is, for Sartre, the 
ideal, the completion and perfection of the world which 
would correspond to the totalization of the for-itself, the 
identity of consciousness and being. It is because we ap- 
prehend our own being as a lack, and thus long for pleni- 
tude, that we are able to apprehend the world itself as in- 
complete, as lacking beauty, and can transcend the 
actual state, positing its ideal realization in the realm of 
the imaginary. Ordinarily, Sartre argues, we do not theti- 
cally posit beauty, but rather, as he has already said of 
value in general, we grasp it intuitively, discovering it 
through its absence, as something lacking, as the im- 
perfection of the world. This is a Symposium emptied of 
content. It is true for Sartre, as for Plato, that only he who 
has seen beauty itself will breed true virtue, because he 
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alone is in contact not with illusion but with truth; and, in- 
deed, that all others are imitators of imitations. But the 
Sartrean ideal is vacuous, even self-contradictory. The 
for-itself is in its very being the nihilation of being, and its 
ideal reunion with being — the for-itself-in-itself — is thus 
by its very nature the self-canceling denial of itself. Could 
it come to an issue — which it cannot — it would be the pin- 
point-being, the unbeing of A —A which it had achieved. 
Wittgenstein at the close of the Tractatus threw away his 
ladder: exact speech issues in total silence. Sartrean ex- 
istence is the ladder, forever aimed at its own extinction, 
or, in the downward direction, forever fleeing it. Indeed, 
on the ground of the cogito, of the claim to wholly self- 
contained and wholly explicit knowledge, that is the only 
existence we can have, or can be. Human reality, tempor- 
alization, is, and can only be, flight, deterioration, from 
the eternal perfection of an unattainable ideal. This is his- 
toricity confined within the iron grip of the cogito; but the 
cogito, deprived of supernatural or rational support, has 
itself collapsed into nothingness. 

From this ground, further, in Part III, the compulsive 
dialectic of the Other and of the body necessarily follows. 
True, Sartre sometimes mentions a non-thetic awareness 
of body, which would, if he had started with it, have led 
him, as it did Merleau-Ponty and Marcel, to a different and 
more hopeful issue. But he begins, fatally, as we shall see 
in more detail presently, with the body as the known; and 
on his premises — and on the premises equally of tradi- 
tional rationalism or empiricism, on the premises also of 
phenomenology — that is where he must begin. Thepre-re- 
flective cogito, being purely self-directed, is impotent to 
reach the body; it is only through thetic consciousness, 
through “knowledge,” that the body comes into view. It 
appears as the alienated aspect of myself, the congela- 
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tion into a thing of my facticity. But as object, secondly, it 
comes into view essentially as what the Other knows. In- 
deed, even taking my body as myself, my brain as my 
mind, as a materialist like J. J. C. Smart would do, 1 there- 
with take myself in effect as known by another. And as 
the Other’s object, finally, my body becomes the opener 
for me of the dizzying spectacle of another’s subjectivity; 
of another for-itself which degrades me to mere being, 
unless in my turn I succeed in so degrading it. (I shall deal 
with these matters in more detail in the next chapter. I 
want here only to indicate how this problematic develops 
within the overall structure of the work.) 

Finally, Part IV is a deepening and elaboration of the 
ontological foundations laid down in the argument so far. 
The for-itself, totally free, responsible even for its own 
being, and indeed for the meaning of being itself, in the 
teeth of its ineluctable contingency, of thefactthat it is not 
its own foundation, is essentially agent, actor, and maker. 
Yet for Sartre action in the last analysis is possession. 
Being sheer activity, as sheer nihilation of the alien object 
and the alien Other, it seeks to absorb the in-itse!f into it- 
self, and so to escape its own non-entity. Even knowing, 
the act by which the for-itself posits its negation in the ob- 
ject, becomes a kind of having, a digestive process by 
which I seek to devour the alien world. Yet the for-itself, 
being in its nature nihilation, cannot possess its object; 
whether in practiceortheory.the in-itself forever escapes 
it. So I either strive vainly and absurdly for an empty au- 
thenticity or relapse into bad faith and “the spirit of seri- 
ousness.” Eitherway my action is suffering, my aspiration 
failure: man is a useless passion. 

The upshot, in summary, is this: we are a negation, a 
hole in being; our manner of existing is a disintegration of 
a unity, a flight from ourselves, and, inexorably, a failure. 
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And in this condition the only honest attitude is dread: 
a mood which swings, it seems, between blind arrogance 
— I am responsible, / give meaning, / make the world — 
and blind despair — I am nothing, an unjustifiable fact, 
a contradiction, prey to the Other’s look, a mere means 
to the Other’s end. Wherever we turn, we find an impasse. 

Yet, as we noticed in discussing the pre-reflective 
cogito, there might have been a simple way out of that im- 
passe. Non-thetic consciousness is essential, not only to 
the being of the for-itself, but to knowledge — that is, to 
the relation of the for-itself and the in-itself. It is not pre- 
reflectively reflexive, but outward directed; it directs the 
for-itself toward the in-itself. To see this, however, would 
have meant for Sartre a radical denial of his Cartesian 
starting point. And then he would not be Sartre. That is not 
to deny the power, or even the greatness, of his argument, 
both in Being and Nothingness and elsewhere, nor, for 
that matter, its direct and dramatic bearing on our own 
philosophical problems. For if the tragic outcome of 
Sartre’s philosophy stems from its Cartesian beginning, 
we have after all, since 1641, all begun there. And if we 
can succeed in evading once and for all the conse- 
quences of Cartesianism, we owe a debt to Sartre for 
the appalling honesty with which he most of all twentieth- 
century philosophers has faced the consequences of our 
common crisis. 




the other, the body, the emotions 

In the preceding chapter 
I presented in profile, so to speak, 
the argument of Being and Nothingness, 
analyzing the Introduction in some detail 
and sketching very briefly the main movement of 
its dialectic. Now I want to look more closely at some 
of its special themes, In particular the problem of the 
Other and in relation to it the problem of the Body. 
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Fundamental to both these expositions, however, is 
the theory of the emotions which Sartre has carried over 
from his early work — and to which he returns explicitly in 
Part IV of Being and Nothingness. Indeed, as F. Jeanson 
emphasizes in his book on Sartre, the themes of both The 
Imaginary and The Sketch on the Emotions are still opera- 
tive in Being and Nothingness — and Sartre himself sug- 
gests as much in the opening sentence of Part III. We have 
been working so far, he says, with the cogito by means of a 
study of negating action and have thus come to under- 
stand consciousness as for-itself.^ But “negating” is the 
move undertaken in the study of imagination — the image 
is what is not — and as we have seen, it is, in Being and 
Nothingness, the force of negativity that makes the dialec- 
tic move. Moreover, the pre-reflective cogito, Sartre’s 
variant of the Cartesian original, is, I think it is not too 
much to say, the magic consciousness identified with 
emotion in the earlier essay. This identity should become 
clear as we proceed — and I shall return to it finally in 
connection with Sartre’s exposition of action in Part IV. 

The Second Cogito 

In the chapter on “Transcendence,” Sartre has 
completed his study of the structures of the for-itself, 
grounded in the discovery of the pre-reflective cogito. 
Then in the same chapter he goes on to consider some 
structures characteristic of reflection as well. The whole 
movement, however, has been confined to one conscious- 
ness, whether thetic or non-thetic. We have not yet 
evaded — or even discovered in our path — what Sartre 
calls “the reef of solipsism.” Nor, as I noted above, have 
we discovered the body: since the body, Sartre insists, is 
in the first instance “that which is known by the Other.” 
We must first learn (1) how there can be the Other; and (2) 
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how my being is related to the being of the Other.2 These 
questions, in Sartre’s view far more difficult than any he 
has asked so far, must be answered before we can under- 
stand the body, whether “for-itself ” or “for-others.” Thus 
Part III is entitled “Being-for-Others,” and “The Body” is 
sandwiched between the “Existence of Others” — since it 
appears first as known by others — and the “Concrete Re- 
lations with Others,” of which the body serves as vehicle 
(and victim). Meantime, at the beginning of Part III, we are 
still in the realm of the cogito, interpreted (with the help of 
the study of negation) as for-itself. 

Having set the problem, Sartre proceeds (in Section 
2) to consider the reef of solipsism, noting the inability of 
both realism and idealism to steer their way past it. “Reai- 
ism” in the Cartesian tradition is a philosophy based on 
intuition; but it provides (as Gilbert Ryle, too, has argued) 
no intuition of the soul of the Other. Thus, as far as know- 
ing a real Other is concerned, it gives way to idealism. But 
idealism, at least in its Kantian form, also fails to deal with 
persons; it gives us no critique of social experience. Nor 
can the Other be explained as a Kantian “regulative 
idea,” a mere guiding maxim: the Other has to come pre- 
cisely from outside my experience, as no item in Kant’s 
cognitive landscape is allowed to do. The Kantian “solu- 
tion,” therefore, ultimately gives way, in its turn, to an un- 
grounded realism. So both these positions fail: both 
(Cartesian) realism and (Kantian) idealism have had to 
leap to the Other by an unintelligible and purely external 
negation. Or if philosophers have tried to substitute an in- 
ternal relation, they have moved, like Leibniz or Spinoza, 
to God as foundation of the l-Other relation. What we must 
do, however, Sartre argues, is to find some positive solu- 
tion which neither falls back on God as all-absorbing real- 
ity nor surrenders to solipsism. 
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Sartre now looks (in Section 3) to his predecessors 
for guidance. He finds in Husserl a purely cognitive ap- 
proach which still leaves open the road to solipsism. 

Hegel has recognized rightly that the problem is one of 
being, not of knowing, and these two categories will stand 
in sharp contrast throughout Sartre’s own argument. But 
despite this seminal insight, Hegel toofails, Sartre insists, 
since he neglects the placeof the individual in the inquiry, 
and therefore the place of the cogito. Heidegger too ne- 
glects the cogito; yet even his existent, for all the empha- 
sis he places on Mitsein, remains isolated. From these 
historical reflections Sartre draws four conclusions. We 
must start from the cogito, though of course from his pre- 
reflective cogito, which is prior to knowledge. If I am seek- 
ing the Other in a sphere anterior to the worked-up thesis 
of a knowing attitude, moreover, I am seeking him some- 
how not as object. Yet at the same time I am seeking him, 
further, insofar as he reveals himself as not being me, 
even though this “not-being-me” is not the familiar in-it- 
self of the knowable material world. On the contrary, this 
is a new kind of not-being-me: not that of the cup-which- 
is-not-myself but that of the One Who, though neither my- 
self nor my object, yet looms up, before and behind knowl- 
edge, as uncannily Someone Else. 

The most important lesson Sartre gleans from his 
investigation, however — most important, at least, for our 
understanding of the argument to come — is the one he 
lists first, before the three just mentioned. The Other must 
be approached, he tells us, not by any abstract argument 
(all these have failed), but by a second cogito. And this 
move, from the original cogito to the cogito by which I ap- 
prehend the Other, he likens to Descartes’s move in the 
Third Meditation from himself to God. 

The parallel is worth thinking about. Via the metho- 
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dological doubt of the First Meditation, Descartes moved 
in the Second Meditation to his indubitable starting-point, 
the self-guaranteeing awareness of his own existence in 
any moment of awareness. Whenever I pronounce it, the 
sentence “I think, I am,” cannot fail to be true. And this 
pellucid moment of self-contained self-awareness is the 
unique beginning of philosophy. But what comes next? As 
he explains in the Reguiae, Descartes’s method consists 
in establishing a first and simplest intuition, “an act of a 
plain and attentive mind, so clear that no doubt remains 
concerning that which is apprehended,” then in moving 
step by step from this first intuition to the next simpiest 
and so on, until he has covered, surely and carefully, the 
whole range of human knowledge. At the outset — until a 
goodly portion at least of the whole system is estabiished 
— he must proceed, he insists, in this heuristic manner, 
not, as ancient mathematicians pretended to do, by the 
method of axiomatization and proof. And he has himseif 
confirmed in the Replies to Objections, that it is this 
method of discovery — the synthetic method, as it was tra- 
ditionaily called — that he is using in the Meditations. As 
the titie of the work declares, he is going through a series 
of meditations, schooiing himself to move, and moving, 
from one perfectiy established, seif-contained intuition to 
another. At the start of Meditation III he has reached the 
first of the series, and now needs to find a path to a sec- 
ond, which must be equaliy indubitable, equally suscepti- 
ble to direct apprehension by the mind, if he is to achieve 
knowledge of an external world, moreover, this second 
idea must be something outside himseif. And in particu- 
lar, if he is to trust his clear and distinct ideas beyond the 
self-evident, momentary presentation of any one of them, 
it must be the idea of an all-good, all-powerful God. Now 
on the view of Husserl or any pure phenomenologist, the 
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first of these two demands misleads him, since it takes 
him beyond pure consciousness to metaphysics. But the 
second demand, ever since the publication of the Medita- 
tions, has raised the question of the “Cartesian circle.” 
Descartes needs God to guarantee his clear and distinct 
ideas, yet he has to use clear and distinct ideas to prove 
the existence of God. How, if at all, can this peculiar move 
be justified? For our purposes we may safely set aside the 
scholarly debate on this subject, and concentrate on one 
very simple point. All we need for our present purpose is 
to recognize that, logically speaking, this is a very pecu- 
liar argument, precisely because it is not so much an ar- 
gument, in the logician’s sense, as it is the strategy of a 
discoverer. The philosopher in his meditation must direct 
his attention from his first, self-contained, self-conscious 
intuition to another equally self-sustaining intuition. For 
all the complications of the Third Meditation, with its “for- 
mal” and “objective” realities. Its modified causal princi- 
ples, and so on, what the whole thing amounts to is one 
straightforward step from intuition I (the cogito) to intui- 
tion II (God). Once the thinker has that, once he has 
looked with total attention at the idea of God that his own 
mind innately contains, he will have what he needs to go 
on again: the guarantor of his clear and distinct ideas, the 
shield against error, the patron of a unified knowledge of 
nature and of man. All this will follow. But in itself the step 
from the cogito to God is simply the turning of attention 
from one direct presentation to another equally direct. 

What of Sartre? The external world is already with 
him in the in-itself whose negation the for-itself Is. And he 
Is certainly not moving from his (pre-reflective) cogito to 
God; for him God is not only non-existent but impossible. 
That solution to solipsism, which he has rightly recog- 
nized as typical of the tradition, he certainly cannot adopt. 
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Moreover, his original cogito, being non-thetic, was not 
known, as the Cartesian cogito is; it was only lived. Nor is 
the move to the second cogito, the cogito of the Other, a 
cognitive move. As I have already said, Sartre contrasts 
throughout being and knowing, and the move here is from 
being to being, not, as for Descartes, from one moment of 
knowing to another. In all these respects the situation 
here is very different. 

Yet the parallel Sartre draws between his argument 
and Descartes’s is exact. He has been working so far, if 
with far-ranging dialectical instruments, on the ground of 
one self-contained, unique beginning, the pre-reflective 
cogito, the consciousness (of) self which is, for him, the 
fulcrum of all intentional ity, of all outward-directed, and 
indeed all reflective, thought. It is this first and unique 
cogito which supports all the structures of the for-itself. 
But the for-itself, like Descartes’s moment of self-aware- 
ness, is, and must be, alone. Another for-itself would be 
for-itself. How then can the for-itself discover such a con- 
tradictory double of itself? Only by a new, separate, 
equally absolute “intuition,” or quasi-intuition, which 
looms up in experience as direct and overwhelming, but 
not for-me. Descartes has first discovered an idea of him- 
self; he has secondly — has always had — an idea of an 
all-good, all-powerful Deity. With reverence he looks at 
this idea, and behold, God is. He has but to inspect this 
idea and all that he needs will follow. Sartre has first dis- 
covered a different and non-thetic cogito; and he has no 
idea of God to which he may next proceed: he cannot re- 
cover the old gentleman who receded from the Parisian 
rooftops so long ago. But he does have, as Descartes 
does in Meditation 111, an experience which reveals to him 
directly a second directly apprehended presence. That 
presence is the presence of the Other, and the experience 
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through which he apprehends it is the experience of 
shame. Although he acknowledges three Other-revealing 
emotions — shame, fear, and pride — in the course of this 
chapter, it is shame he starts from, not only in the descrip- 
tion of the Look — in the scene at the keyhole — but in the 
very beginning of the argument. I make an awkward ges- 
ture (say, picking my nose), and suddenly I find myself ob- 
served. The Other is there. In the Meditations, the believer 
looks with reverence to his God and acknowledges His 
being as the source of all being. The for-itself is ashamed, 
and the being before whom he is ashamed is discovered 
to him as the Other, the monstrous for-itself that is not my 
for-itself, which by its very being threatens me with degra- 
dation to objectivity. Just as the intricacies of the Medita- 
tion III reduce to one move from the cogito to the appre- 
hension of the idea of God, so the complexities of Sartre’s 
argument on the Other reduce to one move from the first, 
pre-reflective cogito, the cogito of the for-itself, to the 
“second cogito,” the cogito that reveals the Other. 

Shame, Fear, Pride 

We have already looked at the main steps of Sec- 
tions II and III, on solipsism and on Husserl-Hegel-Hei- 
degger. In Section IV, The Look, Sartre returns to shame 
as his starting-point, and asks in detail his two original 
questions: on the Existence of the Other, and on my rela- 
tion to it — both, remember, as questions of being, not of 
knowing. In other words, the problem is not, as philoso- 
phers often put it, how I know other minds. On the level of 
probability I could manage that as I can the inferential 
knowledge of any other object. But the scandal is this: the 
world is organized around me, while the Other as Other 
claims to organize the world around him. Yet if, as it is, the 
world is my world, made the world it is by my self-projec- 
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tion, how can such an Other be? And how, in my being, do 
I relate to him? These are the questions Sartre has to ask. 

There are three main divisions of his exposition. 

First is the phenomenology of the Look, which reveals the 
Other and my relation to him. Second comes the ontology 
of the Other: who is the Other, what is his being and the 
being of my relation to him? Finally, there is the meta- 
physical question, why is there an Other, a question which 
leads us back to the temporal dimensions of past, future, 
and present, and introduces briefly the problem of 
“mind” as an (im)possible totality of consciousnesses. I 
shall not try to trace in detail this complex and often ob- 
scure argument, but shall only stress some of its chief, 
and debatable, themes. 

The description itself is among the best known sec- 
tions of Being and Nothingness: the jealous watcher at 
the keyhole (let’s call him Pierre), wholly engaged in 
spying out those within. This is the paradigm of the “situa- 
tion” as Sartre here defines it. Pierre’s jealousy /s his ab- 
sorption in the conjecture that Therese may be in there in 
bed with Paul. That is Pierre’s world; the fact that he is the 
lover of Therese, who is having an affair with Paul is what 
makes him jealous, and thus makes his jealousy, makes 
him as a jealous man. But these “facts” are facts of a 
human situation only through his jealousy. Were he wholly 
indifferent to Therese and indeed away making love to 
Annette, they would not be the facts they are. Situation al- 
ways has this dual character. I live the world in and 
through my (non-thetic) consciousness (of) self — in this 
case, for Pierre, through being jealous. But, on the other 
hand, my consciousness (of) self, in this case Pierre’s 
jealousy, is projected, through the keyhole, into the room 
where Therese and Paul may be in bed together. 

This duality of non-thetic consciousness, reflecting 
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the way I am in the world through my emotion, so that my 
emotion is just my way of being-in-the-world and yet at the 
same time makes the world what it is, makes the grapes 
sour or my mistress unfaithful — this duality of situation is 
universal, as we shall see later when we return to Sartre’s 
treatment of the emotions in Part IV. But there are certain 
emotions which uniquely reveal the Other, reveal him not 
as a probable object in my world, but as lived by me in his 
very being. These emotions, once more, are shame, fear, 
and pride: in the keyhole case, of course, shame. Pierre 
has been looking through the keyhole; suddenly he feels 
himself looked at; someone is coming; he freezes; in- 
stead of the impassioned mediator of an all-absorbing sit- 
uation, he becomes — a spy. Suddenly he is degraded to 
an object, a puppet with a role, the nasty role of sneak. He 
acquires a “character”: a man who doesn’t trust his mis- 
tress. And that degradation happens, not just through a 
change of mood, from jealousy to shame, but through the 
upsurge of the Other whom his shame reveals. Shame is 
shame of myself before the Other; through it the Other is 
there as He Who Makes Me Ashamed. Of course jealousy, 
too, it may be objected, is jealousy of Another. But, Sartre 
would insist, it is not other-related in the same way as 
shame. In jealousy I am conjuring away through my emo- 
tion the escape of one of my possessions — wife or mis- 
tress. A loved object is, in Sartre’s terms, just that: an ob- 
ject, and no more. Jealousy, therefore, is my magical way 
of keeping what is mine. But shame takes me from myself 
— and my possessions — and drops me, dizzyingly, into a 
place in the Other’s world: he sees before him — a jealous 
lover. Thus I become a character in his drama, an object 
in his world. 

Fear, too, reveals the Other directly and immedi- 
ately as there. It transforms the world I was engaged in 
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into the other’s world, in which I may be a victim. A soldier 
reconnoitering in a valley feels himself looked at from a 
farmhouse on the hill, and is afraid. He is afraid because 
somebody may be looking; and somebody’s being there 
— eyes looking — is what is revealed through his fear. Be- 
fore that, he was curious, on the lookout. Suddenly he is 
instead a possible target for a sniper’s bullet. That is what 
it is to be afraid. In other words, the Other, seeing me, also 
sights me; I am no longer myself, but the target in his 
sight. As the Other looms up as He Who May Shoot Me, so I 
become, in fear. He Who May Get Shot. And with this reve- 
lation I lose my freedom. For it is the predator who freely 
stalks his prey; the prey, on the contrary, however fast he 
runs, is prey, not out of his own free choice, but because 
the Other makes him so. Thus the Other reveals himself by 
robbing me of my freedom; it is, suddenly, his freedom I 
have to live, not mine. That is why, Sartre follows Gide in 
saying, the Other plays the Devil’s part. That is why, to 
quote Sartre’s own familiar maxim, “Hell is Other peo- 
ple.’’ The revelation of the Other is the loss of freedom, the 
fall of the self into the Other’s world. This is the second 
cogito Sartre was seeking: 

Just as my consciousness apprehended by the co- 
gito bears indubitable witness of itself and of its own exis- 
tence, so certain particular consciousnesses — for exam- 
ple, “shame-consciousness” bear indubitable witness to 
the cogito both of themselves and of the existence of 
the Other^ 

And this second cogito, it must be emphasized once 
more, is still — or again — on the level of being, not know- 
ing. Although, admittedly, the character the Other gives 
me, that is, the object I become in his world, is an object of 
knowledge, it is primarily something he knows. I may in- 
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deed know it, too, and even accept it as “my” character. 
Yet it is not I. It is separated from me by an infinite gap: 
the gap between my projection of my possibilities and the 
Other’s projection of his possibilities, including this 
strange double that is “me.” Thus as being-for-Others I 
am radically, inalienably alienated from myself. Over 
against the Other, in the light of the second cogito, that is 
how I am. Moreover, the whole of Sartrean sociality con- 
sists in attempts to evade this fate: in ruses to make the 
Other keep his objectivity in the world of my freedom, and 
so to prevent my relapse into objectivity in the world that 
he freely constitutes. From instant to instant of the for- 
itself 's existence, one or other of two l-Other relations is 
bound to prevail: either the sadism that objectifies the 
Other or the masochism that perversely accepts my own 
reduction to an object through the Other’s Being. A third 
possibility — namely, that we are together — is, on Sar- 
trean premises, wholly impossible. We shall have to ex- 
amine later the question whether Sartre has really 
changed his position in the Critique, but in Being and 
Nothingness there is no question: the Other is the Devil, 
he is out to destroy me, either he wins or I do. 

All this is crystal clear from Sartre’s examples, 
shame and fear, as well as from his exposition of the being 
of the Other and from his cryptic metaphysical remarks at 
the conclusion of the chapter. But he has listed three 
basic passions through which the Other is revealed. The 
third, pride, he expounds briefly, but does not illustrate. 
Perhaps before we go further we should ask abouts its 
nature too. Shame, we have seen, is my being as I live it in 
the Other’s look which degrades me to an object in his 
world. Fear, too, is my being as I live it in the Other’s look, 
as the look exposes me to his power. He has not yet torn 
me from myself, but on principle he can, through humilia- 
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tion or even death. Thus in either shame or fear the Other 
is the permanent possibility of my destruction. But in 
pride, on the contrary, I seem to assert myself. I rise up 
over against Others and glory in my Being. This too may 
come as a sudden upsurge; out of absorption in the world, 
accompanied by non-thetic awareness of myself, sud- 
denly I become aware of the Others as spectators, not of 
my humiliation, but of my prowess, of my success. The 
runner running a mile is (thetically) intent on getting to 
the goal; non-thetically he is living his own effort, he is 
that effort; nothing else in all the world is there. He wins 
— and the commending, acclaiming Others appear. He 
grasps the coveted cup, holds it aloft, is himself held aloft 
on Others’ shoulders; proudly he acknowledges his own 
being as Winner before the grateful crowd. This sounds 
straightforward; but is it? If our Winner really objectifies 
the Others, they have lost their Otherness and become 
merely objects in his world; so they have not revealed 
themselves as Others acclaiming him, but as the tools of 
his own aggrandisement. This is surely not pride, but van- 
ity. And in fact in Sartre’s own terms, vanity is the use of 
my objectivity forthis purpose: my beauty or prowess, what 
the Other finds objectively in me, I use to objectify him. 

But where in all this is pride? 

Let us reflect again. I fear the Other’s look, on princi- 
ple, as the possibility of my fall. When the Other, this one 
Other, does in fact look at me, I fall into shame. But pride, 
it seems, arises as the converse of shame: it is my supe- 
rior look against the falling Other, my self-assertion which 
responds to his by threatening him. And Sartre does in- 
deed insist that pride arises on the foundation of “funda- 
mental shame.’’ It is the attempted reaction to it, turning 
the force of my free existence against the Other’s free- 
dom. But pride is also transitional and unstable, for in fact 
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l must either defeat the Other and so become wholly my 
own freedom, or succumb to shame and alienation before 
him, abandoning freedom for thinghood. Moreover, for 
Sartre, pride, like vanity, is necessarily in bad faith. It is in 
bad faith because it has allowed the illusion of objectifi- 
cation to creep into my self-consciousness. My con- 
sciousness, formerly absorbed in the effort to reach the 
goal, is now somehow made focal, taken as a being I can 
put before Others and “be proud of.” But that is to make 
my freedom thing-like, to flee the dreadful self-making, 
the nihilation of the in-itself that is the for-itself. The run- 
ner running has winning-the-race before him as a not- 
yet-being whose non-being he has to nihilate. Winning, he 
becomes the one who has won. The others acclaim him, in 
his pride he seems to lift himself above them; but this 
thing-like being-the-winner is nevertheless a betrayal of 
his pure freedom. Moreover, it is a relation to anonymous 
Others, to the crowd, not to the Other. Only a non-denu- 
merable, generalized Other can be before me in this fash- 
ion. To one Other I can be only victim or destroyer. Pride, 
in short, is the fleeting resurgence of the For-ltself against 
the Other-in-general, unstable, and, in its delusive use of 
self-objectification for self-assertion, necessarily in bad 
faith. In its revelation of the Other, therefore, it seems to 
be secondary to the basic emotions of shame and fear. It 
is ephemeral, abstract (directed to Others, not the 
Other), and self-deceptive. Basically, it is shame and fear 
that reveal the Other. Pride is an attempted, but impotent, 
alternate to shame. 

For-ltself and For-Others: 

An Ontological Excursion 

Sartre has discovered, then, a second cogito which 
supplements the first and defeats solipsism. As Des- 
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cartes moved from reverent inspection of his o\A/n innate 
idea of God to the revelation of the Divine Other v\/ho 
founds his — and all — being, so Sartre has moved 
through the experience of shame to the discovery of a Sa- 
tanic Other who, by his existence, threatens to undermine 
and subvert the being of the for-itself that has discovered 
him. This is not so much the “refutation of solipsism” as it 
is the discovery that though I have to be myself alone, 
there is, against me, an Other who will not let me be — 
because he would be instead. Such, for Sartre, is the 
ground of all community; language becomes a form of se- 
duction, love becomes an alternation between sadism 
and masochism, solidarity becomes class struggle. Al- 
though much in his account is subtly and convincingly ob- 
served, and although his argument, on his own premises 
— on the foundation, as he proudly acclaims, of the cogito 
alone — is irresistible, one wants nevertheless to question 
it. 

What grounds have we for doing so? We may of 
course simply invoke the testimony of experience: the 
rare but still indubitable experience of mutual under- 
standing, of the reciprocal look of peers; or the look of 
mother and infant, where the one protects and the other is 
protected. In its immediate appearance there seems no 
internecine warfare here. Or we may rely on an empirical 
generalization as counter-example: the fact that human 
infants deprived of a family setting develop more slowly, 
and deprived of some simulation at least of an affection- 
ate initiation by Others into the human world, become re- 
tarded perhaps beyond recall. But counter-examples, 
though useful, are not sufficient to answer philosophical 
questions. We may still ask, in general, what philosophi- 
cal objections we can raise to Sartre’s position and to 
what alternative they lead us. There are, I believe, three 
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different junctures in his argument, all interrelated, at 
which he clearly goes astray, and his phenomenological 
or empirical narrowness, his failure to see the counter-ex- 
amples that invalidate his “solution,” stems, philosophi- 
cally, from the wrong turnings he has taken along the way. 

The first and most fundamental error we have al- 
ready noted; it is the confinement of the pre-reflective 
cogito to consciousness (of) self. Piaget’s example of 
children who can do arithmetic but can’t say how they do 
it illustrates, as we have seen, not in fact Sartre’s con- 
sciousness (of) self, but a non-thetic consciousness that 
carries us away from self to the world. The usual thrust of 
non-thetic (or as Polanyi calls it, subsidiary) awareness is 
from clues within myself to something out there, for the 
understanding or performance of which I am relying on 
those inner clues. For Sartre, the for-itself develops as the 
negation of the in-itself, but this uncompromising negativ- 
ity obscures the positive relation that binds me to the 
world. All that I appropriate from it, all that becomes part 
of me — like the child’s skill in arithmetic — becomes at 
the same time a repertoire of attitudes, of incipient ac- 
tions, through which I attend to my present concerns out 
there in the hope of achieving my future goals. There is a 
flowing reciprocity here of inner and outer, non-thetic and 
thetic, past and future. If Polanyi, with his distinction be- 
tween focal and subsidiary awareness, has best de- 
scribed the epistemological core of this situation, Hei- 
degger in Being and Time has best described the 
fundamental character of human being which makes this 
relation possible. Being-in-the-world is prior to “con- 
sciousness” and shapes it. Human being from the first is 
out there with things, just as the things are from the first 
“there” as stuff (Zeug) of interest or of use to human 
being. There is no cut between a consciousness (of) self 
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and an external world which it denies and by whose 
denial it is. On the contrary, there is a primary and perva- 
sive tension from “self” to world and back again — a ten- 
sion through which, and through which alone, “con- 
sciousness” develops. Husserl has christened the 
forward and backward aspects of temporal conscious- 
ness “protension” and “retention.” I suggest that the 
term “tension,” with its connotation of tautness, of a 
stretch from — to — , would best characterize in general 
the concern-for, the being-out-there-with-, that founds 
the relation of man to world, and so the being of man him- 
self. 

Now if, as Heidegger and Polanyi have jointly 
shown, we are, in all the varieties of from-to awareness, 
out there with things, we are also always — perhaps fi rst of 
all — already out there with other people. Being-with- 
others is an essential aspect of being oneself. Sartre, of 
course, resists this Heideggerian insight, which does, in- 
deed, beg the question of solipsism. But it begs the ques- 
tion precisely because at long last we are not starting 
from the cogito but from a very different beginning; the 
everyday existence of human being before methodologi- 
cal doubt. And when we look carefully, without Cartesian 
prejudice, at the structures of this everyday existence, at 
the way in which human being is in the world, with things 
and other human beings, we find no reef of solipsism. We 
find, on the contrary, structures which eliminate the very 
question of solipsism. To put the question at all in these 
circumstances is to join Russell’s correspondent, who 
wrote to him, “I am a solipsist; why isn’t everybody?” In a 
refined and reflective intellectual posture, one can in- 
deed wonder about our “knowledge of other minds.” But 
in its fundamental way of being, human being becomes 
what it is in and out of its being-with-others. It is being- 
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with that is primary and being-alone, being against the 
world and others, that is a negation, through philosophi- 
cal contrivance, of that primary being. 

One passage in the chapter on the Other shows 
clearly how, at this juncture too, Sartre has taken a fatal 
misstep — a step necessitated, indeed, by his initial mis- 
reading of non-thetic consciousness. Specifying a num- 
ber of ontological theses suggested by the phenomenol- 
ogy of the Look, he declares: “being-for-others is not an 
ontological structure of the For-itself. We can not think of 
deriving being-for-others from a being-for-itself as one 
would derive a consequence from a principle, nor con- 
versely can we think of deriving being-for-itself from 
being-for-others.” Now of course it Is true that the for- 
others cannot be deduced from the for-itself nor the for- 
itself from the for-others. But what Sartre fails to see — 
and, given his Cartesian starting point, could not see — Is 
that both the for-itself and the for-others depend for their 
very possibility on what we may call the among-others (to 
adopt for the moment his Hegelian style). For-itself and 
for-others are both expressions, and developments, of 
the fundamental structure of being-with-others-in-the 
world. To put it in ordinary language, the human Individ- 
ual is, in his humanity and in his individuality, necessarily 
and essentially an expression of a social world. Were he 
not among-others, in a world made by others, he could not 
become, and so could not be, himself. A human individual 
acquires humanity, not just by being born a member of 
homo sapiens, but by learning to participate in a given so- 
cial world, which in turn, however he may rebel against it, 
he expresses in his very existence. Without being-among- 
others there is no human reality of any kind at all. 

To admit this, however, would be to abandon, not 
only the primacy of the cogito, with Its threat of solipsism 
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or alternatively of annihilation by the Other, but also its 
corollaries: the ideal of the instant and the conception of 
freedom as pure activity. I mentioned earlier, in the dis- 
cussion of Sartre’s predecessors, his adherence to the 
Cartesian concepts of time and freedom. But let us con- 
sider here, very briefly, how his account of situation is af- 
fected by these preconceptions. 

A situation, Sartre says, is wholly out there in the 
world and is the situation it is in view of my way of being in 
it. The watcher at the keyhole is “beside himself” in the 
scene he is watching and yet the scene is the scene it is 
because he casts himself into it. I throw myself into a situ- 
ation, and so make it one. Looked at this way, the situation 
has two contradictory aspects: it is all in the world and at 
the same time all in my (non-reflective) consciousness. 
How can this to-and-fro be stabilized? Only by the ap- 
pearance of the Other, who objectifies it. Only the Other, 
and my relation to the Other, Sartre recognizes, create a 
public world of objective space and time. Yet in terms of 
the for-itself, which is primary, the giving of myself to 
these organized totalities is always flight from myself. To 
act now, in here, this instant, would be freedom. To move 
out there, by means of the “character” I have “forothers,” 
from the situation into which I have been cast toward the 
future situation I envisage: all this can happen only in bad 
faith, as the flight of consciousness from itself. Only the 
present could be authentic, and thus free, if anything 
could. 

Yet Pierre has not been dropped from heaven to 
watch and listen at the keyhole. His past, Theresa’s past, 
indeed the past of Gallic sexuality, combine to constitute 
his present preoccupation and reverberate in it. Besides, 
to watch or listen is to anticipate what may be happening 
on the other side of the door. The past into which I have 
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been cast, the future possibilities to which I am attending, 
these make my present, make the spatiality that sur- 
rounds me. The present is a precipitation of the past 
through its direction to the future. Its spatial dimensions, 
however ample or however narrow, express, in the mode 
of simultaneity, the stretch toward the future that is me- 
diated by the past. And that past is social. True, it is my 
past, as the future Is my future. But It is “mine” in a per- 
spectival sense; as the narrowing to one sector of a con- 
stant stream of interactions. Moreover, the future, too, will 
be not only mine but ours and theirs: the stream that 
founds the past of future projects, both my own and oth- 
ers’. Only out of this Interplay of future and past, temporal- 
ity and spatialization, can the present situation of this in- 
dividual emerge as such. Social time and social space are 
already presupposed as necessary conditions for the 
existence of the for-itself. Thus the concept of a pure de- 
tached instant as the model for the existence of con- 
sciousness is illusory. On the contrary, human being is so- 
cial precisely because It is historical. I have come “to 
myself” in and out of the tradition of some particular so- 
cial world into which I happen to have been born. Human 
time is built out of historical stretches, not instants of pure 
consciousness. 

If the moment is illusory, however, the moment of 
pure freedom, a fortiori, is illusory also. Human freedom Is 
never instantaneous and complete. It entails the interiori- 
zation of standards, themselves socially — that is, 
historically — developed, standards in free submission to 
which I have learned to act responsibly, even if I often fail 
to do so. Indeed, the very concepts of “success” or “fail- 
ure” imply submission to standards by which achieve- 
ment or its denial can be judged. And again, however 
idiosyncratic one’s standards may become, they must be 
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communal, and thus historical, in three senses. First, they 
must have grown out of a social world. Secondly, as stan- 
dards they must claim universality: they entail what Po- 
lanyi calls “universal intent.” They express, not just my 
“subjective” preferences, but rules by which I judge 
my own performance and judge that any other person in 
my circumstances should judge his. Thus the very concept 
of free action demands a relation to others; I as a free 
agent am this unique center of action and choice that has 
developed through participation in, as well as expresses, 
the standards of this culture, accepted by me with uni- 
versal intent. Acting as free agent, in other words, I act 
not only as myself, but as he-who-would-do-so-and-so-in- 
such-and-such-circumstances. It is this possibility of de- 
tachment that makes an action free. For it is characteristic 
of a human person, as Helmuth Plessner has emphasized, 
to be able to put himself in another’s place and another 
in his. Thus the human present, too, the moment of ac- 
tion itself, has a social extensiveness. In this sense role- 
playing is not as such a betrayal of freedom as it is with 
Sartre’s waiter, who does not exist as waiter but only 
plays the part; it is rather — the instantiation of freedom. 

Finally, if freedom arises out of a social past and ex- 
ists through generalization (spatialization?) of the pres- 
ent, its primary thrust is to the future, but a future which 
reverberates beyond my own possibilities; it will be the 
stuff of others’ actions as well as of my own. Now admit- 
tedly, Sartre himself, like Heidegger, stresses the futurity 
of human existence: I am my possibilities. But his all-or- 
none dialectic, combined with his Cartesianism, leads 
him to interpret this being as a non-being: a possibility is 
what is not (yet), and so to be a possibility is to be what is 
not — and thus to not-be, to be only in the mode of nihila- 
tion. To be in the mode of possibility, however, is also to 



161 THE PROBLEM OF THE OTHER 


be: to be as a protension, a stretch to the future; to follow 
Merleau-Ponty’s metaphor, a “fold in being” ratherthan a 
“hole.” The present situation, once more, becomes what 
it is through the prospecting of possibilities founded on, 
and limited by, the development of a retrospected past. 
The introspection of a for-itself is the condensation into a 
relatively instantaneous stretch of consciousness of 
these primary temporal relations. But those relations, too, 
as I have been trying to suggest, also entail sociality. The 
history out of which I act is the history of a culture; the fu- 
ture into which I act is social both as the stuff of history for 
future actions, whether of myself or others, and as de- 
manding, in its character of responsible action, reference 
to standards that are socially derived, and universal in 
their intent — applicable to myself at other times and to 
others as well as to myself. 

The Body 

In all this “beating about the neighboring fields” I 
have been commenting on Sartre’s statement that the 
for-Others is not an ontological structure of the for-itself. I 
have been arguing that, on the contrary, the for-itself (and 
a fortiori the for-others) is an expression of the among- 
others, the primary relation which Sartre, in his commit- 
ment to the cogito and associated concepts, fails to see. 
This was the second misstep I wanted to point out. The 
third, equally apparent in a number of passages in the 
same chapter, is equally fundamental, perhaps even 
the most fundamental of all. For it concerns that most 
basic Cartesian error: the division of consciousness from 
the body. 

In the text explaining his first Rule for the Direction 
of the Mind Descartes distinguishes between the unity of 
mind and the plurality of bodily skills. Thus his method 
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from the very start rests on the separation of a pure and 
self-contained consciousness from the extensiveness 
of bodily existence. In the Third Meditation also — which 
corresponds, as we have noticed, to the place Sartre has 
reached in his argument in the chapter on the Other — 
Descartes is still operating wholly within the sphere of 
consciousness; the body in its real existence only reap- 
pears in the last Meditation. Sartre, it is true, has already 
admitted the in-itself as the target of intentionality, that 
plenitude from which the for-itself rises up as nihilation. 
The Other, however, we have seen, far from being the pas- 
sive exteriority of the in-itself, is, menacingly and para- 
doxically, an-other consciousness. It is not, Sartre insists, 
the Other’s eyes that look at me, but the gaze “behind” 
them, the consciousness that threatens to organize me 
into its world. So, through an-other consciousness, I fall 
from being for-myself toward the inertia of mere corpo- 
reality; thus it is that through the Other’s look I discover 
my body. That discovery, however, is founded, Sartre in- 
sists, on the for-Others as an upsurge in consciousness. 
Even my relation to the Other is a relation between con- 
sciousnesses, in which the objective fact of his looking at 
me is “a pure monition,” s the occasion of my feeiing of 
being looked-at. Indeed, I can be aware of the Other even 
when “in fact” he is not there. Thus, in the keyhole scene, 
Pierre may suspect someone is watching him watching 
and experience that watching as (or in) shame, and even 
though he finds himself mistaken — it was only someone 
leaving by the street door, there is no one there at all — his 
shame may linger. 

Now of course it is indeed true that I may be aware of 
my presence to others even when in fact no Other is at 
hand. But is this experience therefore disembodied? Is it 
pure consciousness-of-peril-as-for-itself-before-the- 



Other’s-possible-gaze? Sartre’s own description betrays 
the untenability of this view. My shame, he says, “is my 
red face as 1 bend over the keyhole.” ^ In other words, the 
emotion through which I find myself before the Other is at 
the same time a state of bodily being. My shame is my red 
face. . . . Similarly, Sartre has described earlier the fear 
that reveals the Other to a reconnoitering soldier. He 
hears crackling over there in the undergrowth — and be- 
comes vulnerable, a body that could become another’s 
target. What happens here? in Sartre’s terms, 1 fall from 
thetic consciousness of the surrounding territory, sus- 
tained by non-thetic consciousness (of) self (I am curious, 
interested, alert), to thetic consciousness of my body as 
an object in another’s world, carried by the special non- 
thetic consciousness (of) self that is called fear. Now what 
is correct in this account, it seems to me, is that I do. In 
shame or in some kinds of fear, become aware of my body 
in a new way. But that is not to say that I was not in any 
way aware of it before. My shame is my red face as I bend 
over the keyhole. But my jealousy, too, my intentness in 
watching, was, not just non-thetic consciousness (of) self 
as such; it was non-thetic consciousness of my embodied 
self, it was the stealthiness of my posture, the quiet with 
which I breathed, the way I strained to see what was going 
on on the other side of the door. I exist as embodied 
being-in-the-world, and in no other way. Of course Sartre 
knows this; he is no believer in a Cartesian res cogitans or 
disembodied soul. Then how, on the one hand, does he 
see my relation to my body prior to the Other’s degrada- 
tion of me to an object in his world, and, on the other hand, 
what really is the bodily aspect of my being that the Other 
reveals to me? 

To answer these questions we need to examine the 
next chapter, on “The Body,” and we can then return to 
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the question, how Sartre’s view of the body /conscious- 
ness relation has helped to mislead him in his view of 
the Other. 

In general, we have seen, Sartre’s philosophical 
method in Being and Nothingness is one of flights and 
perches. He passes by dialectical moves and counter- 
moves from one phenomenological description to an- 
other. But sometimes he also adopts the Heideggerian 
habit of piling up oracular pronouncements, so that the 
argument all but vanishes beneath their weight. This 
holds especially of the discussion of the body, and most of 
all of its first part. Thus the argument is difficult to disen- 
tangle; but let me try to summarize its main theses and, as 
I see it, its major difficulty. 

Sartre expounds in turn three aspects of the body: 
the body for-itself, the body for-others, and the body for- 
itself as known by the Other. In all three sections he is re- 
working themes we have already met. Thus the body for- 
itself is the concrete expression of my facticity, of the 
necessity that I be born some where, some how. It is the 
necessity of my contingency, the condition for al I possible 
action on the world. In other words, it is simply the neces- 
sity that there be a choice. It is the choice that I am. As 
for-itself, however, the body is consciousness. It is the 
non-thetic consciousness through which, thetically, I act 
out and into the world. And at the same time that con- 
sciousness is wholly body. For it is, again, precisely the 
necessity of my contingent existence, born thus and so 
into a world, that body for-itself is. Secondly, the body 
for-others is what results when the Other consciousness, 
emergent into my consciousness as alien transcendence, 
is in turn transcended. What enters my consciousness 
first, to be sure, is not the Other’s body, but the Other as 
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transcendence, as Other-consciousness and threat; but 
in responding to this threat I can in turn transcend his 
transcendence and so make him — flesh. That is how I live 
the Other’s body for-himself, through my demotion of him 
to the protoplasmic quivering of mere life. Not, mind you, 
to the in-itself: that would be to know the Other’s body just 
as I know inanimate things, to know him as a corpse. No, 
the degradation to flesh is the transcendence of his tran- 
scendence, which still entails reference to his transcen- 
dence in my very conquest of it. It is the means by which I 
reduce to the level of mere living the spontaneity by which 
the Other organizes his world, his world including myself 
in it as transcendence to be transcended. “Out, out, vile 
jelly!” Gloucester’s eyes are not pieces of gelatinous mat- 
ter, but the instruments of another’s gaze, the accusing 
gaze of a wronged father and friend. It is that sort of tran- 
scendence that torture aims to transcend. Thirdly, I live 
my body, not only as for-myself, but as known to the Other. 

I live my body as alienated, as slipping from me into a 
place in the Other’s world. This is the root meaning of 
alienation for Sartre, on which his social theory will be 
built. All these aspects of bodily being, finally, Sartre 
sums up in a final phrase: “The body is the instrument 
which I am.” ^ This summarizing statement, he holds, lays 
to rest once and for all any problems that the body, ap- 
pearing to the for-itself, might have evoked. 

Yet it also summarizes, in my opinion, both the im- 
passe to which Sartre’s approach to the body has brought 
him and the way out he is, thanks to his own premises, un- 
able to take. What is it to be an instrument? It is to be a 
means, but to what end? The end is the for-itself’s project, 
the nihilation of what is in favor of what is not, the nihila- 
tion that I am. But how can I be at the same time my possi- 
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bility and the means to that possibility? And how can I 
know that I am so? 

The answer to both questions is a single one. Sartre 
has been operating all along, we have seen, in terms of a 
strict dichotomy between knowing and being, or knowing 
and living. Knowing is a thetic confrontation with the ob- 
ject of thought; contrasted with it is the non-thetic aware- 
ness of the fashion in which, the passion by which, I relate 
myself to that object. The Other looms up not as the object 
of knowledge, but as lived by me as threat to my own 
being. Similarly, the body, for myself, is lived and not 
known. Sartre makes this crystal clear in a brilliant anal- 
ysis of the traditional philosophy of sensation, in which 
he moves from the will-of-the-wisp “sensation” (or 
sense-data), to sense and sensible objects, and then to 
action as the necessary correlate of sense. His argument 
leads him to the insight that our sense-mediated interac- 
tion with the world, and therefore all our information 
about the world, is necessarily tied to its point of origin, 
the point of view that is my bodily being. The cup is not just 
on the table, it is to my right, from where I sit, beyond the 
pencil, and so on. If I remove from such relations all per- 
spectival reference, I remove their content. Thus my body 
is the instrument that I am, the instrument of instruments, 
because it is my point of view. The body, Sartre says 
again, is the neglected, the surpassed. Precisely. It is the 
surpassed because in and through it I act out onto the 
world and am acted on by things (and people) in the 
world. It is also, and for that reason, the indispensable 
ground of knowledge and of action. Without it knowledge 
would vani.sh into contentless relations. For suppose the 
body, instead of being a non-thetic ground of action, were 
itself known. Such knowledge would be empty. Sartre 
writes: 
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In this case . . . the fundamental tool becomes a relative 
center of reference which itself supposes other tools to 
utilize it. By the same stroke the instrumentality of the 
world disappears, for in order to be revealed it needs a 
reference to an absolute center of instrumentality; the 
world of action becomes the world acted upon of classi- 
cal science; consciousness surveys a universe of exterior- 
ity and can no longer in any way enter into the world.® 

Alternatively, therefore, for Sartre the body must be lived 
and not known. Thus, secondly, he continues: 

... the body is given concretely and fully as the very ar- 
rangement of things in so far as the For-itself surpasses 
it towards a new arrangement. In this case the body is 
present in every action although Invisible, for the act re- 
veals the hammer and the nails, the brake and the 
change of speed, not the foot which brakes or the hand 
which hammers. The body is lived and not known.® 

And these two possibilities, he insists, are wholly dispa- 
rate and mutually exclusive. Living is never and cannot be 
knowing; knowing is never lived. 

Yet if the first alternative is empty and for us impos- 
sible of achievement, and the second full of all the con- 
crete content of experience and, for us, necessary, why 
must we keep up the pretense that there Is a dichotomy 
here? In fact, there is none — or rather, there is the duality 
of subsidiary and focal awareness, a duality inherent in all 
knowing and all action. But this is not the irreconcilable 
duality of living against knowing. It is the unity-in-plurality 
of lived bodily being as it bears on knowing and, indeed, 
on all rational action. Thus the body is present though in- 
visible in the hammer and the nails just because it is 
through mysubsidiary awareness of hammer, nails, hand, 
arm, that I am focally aware of placing the picture the way 
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I want it on the wall. All reasonable action on the world, all 
knowledge of the world, from perception to the grasp of 
the most abstract theories, shares this same structure. 
Read in terms of the concepts of focal and subsidiary 
awareness, then, Sartre’s dicta on the body take on a dif- 
ferent meaning. Thus, for example, he writes; 

My body is everywhere: the bomb which destroys my 
house also damages my body in so far as the house was 
already an indication of my body. This is why my body al- 
ways extends across the tool which it utilizes: it is at the 
end of the cane on which I lean and against the earth; it 
is at the end of the telescope which shows me the stars; 
it is on the chair, in the whole house; for it is my adapta- 
tion to these tools.''o 

This is true. But it is not a description of living as against 
knowing; it is a description of the structure of knowledge 
itself. 

Once more, however, this simple move is one Sartre 
cannot make. The pure act of consciousness and the ten- 
sion of living must be for him wholly and ineradicably op- 
posed. He declares early in the chapter, for example, that 
touching and being touched, the one purely active and the 
other purely passive and external, are enti rely opposed to 
one another. At the close of the chapter he insists again: 
my hand as touched is a mere external object, my hand as 
touching is my consciousness in act. Two hands, both 
mine, belong to two worlds, and are forever separated by 
the total gap that isolates for-itself from in-itself, nihila- 
tion from reality, consciousness from the external world. 

It is, I believe, with the exposition of this chapter in partic- 
ular that Merleau-Ponty was wrestling from The Phenom- 
enology of Perception — which begins with a theory of 
the body — to The Visible and the Invisible, where he was 
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Still struggling with the mystery of the touching-touched, 
the seer-seen. And it is, in my view, Polanyi’s distinction 
between focal and subsidiary awareness, and the theory 
of tacit knowing elaborated on the basis of that distinc- 
tion, that provides the solution for the problem. Merleau- 
Ponty comes very close to it in The Phenomenology of 
Perception and, as we have seen, even Sartre himself 
comes close to it in many passages, especially in this 
chapter. But, as always, his Cartesianism continues to 
hold him in thrall. The step to enfranchisement of lived 
bodily existence as the vehicle of knowledge and of ra- 
tional action he is unable to take. 

But the crucial question for our present discussion 
still remains. 1 have been considering the account of the 
body as, in my view, the third place where Sartre goes 
astray in his approach to the Other. It seems clear to the 
point of truism that history and with it sociality are prereq- 
uisites to an understanding of our being with others, as 
distinct from Cartesian instantaneity and the isolation of 
the single for-itself. What has bodily being to do with this? 

The answer is given, by implication, in Sartre’s own 
argument. The Other for me, he makes it clear, is in fact 
the Other as embodied. Consider my perception of the 
Other. Suppose I see Pierre raise his arm. This is not, 
Sartre says, the perception of an arm raised beside a mo- 
tionless body; what I see is Pierre-raising-his-hand. Thus, 
he concludes, Pierre’s body is in no wise to be distin- 
guished from Plerre-for-me: ‘The Other’s body with its 
various meanings exists only for me: to be an object-for- 
others or to-be-a-body are two ontological modalities 
which are strictly equivalent expressions of the being- 
for-others on the part of the for-itself.” 

Yet if this is correct, what has happened to the Other 
as Consciousness? Other as body, Sartre has insisted, is 
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posterior to that first, hemorrhagic starting into being of 
the Other which threatens to organize the world around 
him and so drains me away from myself. The Other as 
body is secondary to this experience, just as my own liv- 
ing of my body for me is secondary to my being, the same 
being, but in a wholly other ontological dimension, as ni- 
hilating for-itself. But isn’t Pierre-for-me Pierre in his 
original way of being in my world? Is it not bodily being- 
with that comes first, ontologically as well as empirically? 

Sartre comes very close here to saying this himself 
— for instance, in his discussion of expression. In those 
phenomena mistakenly called “expressive,” he insists, 
there is no hidden spiritual something behind what ap- 
pears. The expressions are the phenomena: “These 
frowns, this redness, this stammering, this slight trem- 
bling of the hands, these downcast looks which seem at 
once timid and threatening — these do not express anger; 
they are the anger.” 

Yet this is not behaviorism. The Other’s expression 
and in it his very being are not given me as the inkwell is, 
as an inert piece of matter. What 1 see is an angry man; his 
mood is in his looks as their meaning. It is Pierre acting on 
the world through anger that is before me, directly and all 
at once. But this is just the bodily being of others through 
which, and in interaction with which, the for-itself devel- 
ops. In the family, in social groups, in the workaday world, 
it is the bodily being-there-with-me of the others that en- 
ables me to become, among them, the person I am. Now 
for Sartre, of course, this being with others is always being 
against others. To perceive the Other in his bodily being 
is to perceive him as a transcendence transcended, as a 
center of meanings which I try to apprehend, and over- 
come, out of my own for-itself. It is to see his bodily pres- 
ence as derived from that first clash of consciousnesses 
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which is the original emergence of the Other. 1 make him a 
body in order to defeat him, to put him out of action. 

Yet if we take the phenomena of expression as pri- 
mary, and forget the compulsion of the cogito, the story is 
very different. For the Other’s expression, and mine, may 
embody solidarity as well as conflict. Even in Sartre’s ex- 
ample of anger, there may be mutuality — if, for instance, I 
share Pierre’s indignation. And there are expressions 
which by their very nature exemplify, not transcendence 
transcended, but encounter. F. J. J. Buytendijk has ana- 
lyzed in this sense, for example, the child’s first smile, and 
Plessner the expression of the smile as such. Starting 
from the for-itself as solipsistic consciousness (of) self, 
such expressions can appear only as strategies in the in- 
ternecine war of each against each. If, on the contrary, we 
start from bodily human being in the child’s first year of 
life, we find the human person emerging in and through, 
not conflict, but love. It is affection, as the ground of en- 
counter, and encounter itself, that shape the space in 
which the for-itself can grow, in which it can develop its 
own consciousness and its own freedom. But affection as 
much as anger is the bodily being-there of another with 
me. Thus if Pierre as a body and Pierre for me are correla- 
tive ontological indices of the same reality, I being-with- 
Pierre am also equally myself as body and myself for 
Pierre — and I myself-for-myself, in turn, am the inward 
resonance of those outward relations. I argued earlier 
that both the for-itself and the for-Others are expressions, 
and developments, of the among-others. We can now add 
the further thesis: that the among-others,likethefor-itself 
and the for-others, is indistinguishable, in its root nature, 
from the bodily being — in this case the being together — 
of persons. The space I live in is the space created, how- 
ever indirectly, by such bodily being-with. It is created in 
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the first instance by maternal affection; it is developed 
and deepened, cramped or cut off, by the human pres- 
ences, whether directly given, or mediated by cultural ar- 
tifacts, that mark each personal history. The Other is 
there, as Sartre, too, notes, even in solitude. It is only with 
the others that I can have the breathing space to be my- 
self. Thus, however inward and immediate its feelings, the 
for-itself is not a pure, self-dependent negation of an alien 
in-itself, but a bodily sedimentation, subjectively experi- 
enced, of the among-others. 

Finally, if, as I have been arguing, the phenomena of 
expression illustrate the principle Just stated, its best in- 
stantiation is the most institutionalized, as well as the 
most comprehensive, form of expression: language. For 
language is not only the primary medium in which we 
dwell together; it is perspicuously both mental and physi- 
cal at once. “Man of words” though he is, Sartre’s philo- 
sophical account of language is minimal and, indeed, ab- 
surd. True, language can be used as a “form of 
seduction”; in terms of Sartrean sociality that may well be 
its only use. But an adequate philosophical account of 
language must have at its disposal both a concept of 
human community that transcends Cartesian solipsism 
and a concept of a psychophysical unity that transcends 
Cartesian dualism. On the one hand, language demands 
for its possibility speaker and hearer; and on the other 
hand, language is the mediation of thought through a 
physical medium. Speech is indeed the primary vehicle of 
reason ; yet it exists only in utterance. It is sounds or marks 
on paper with meanings in them. In this context, Merleau- 
Ponty’s chapter, “The Body as Expression, and Speech,” 
is the culmination of his dialogue with Sartre in The Phe- 
nomenology of Perception. Reference to it here must suf- 
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fice to indicate where Sartre’s view of bodily being-for- 
others has received its most definitive refutation. ^3 

The Emotions 

Sartre’s account of the Other depends largely on his 
account of the passions of shame, fear, and pride. And the 
passions, for him, exemplify the non-thetic conscious- 
ness (of) self which is the under side, so to speak, of the 
thetic awareness by which the for-itself intends, and ne- 
gates, the world, and so, by its nihilating activity, consti- 
tutes its own fundamental project — to be what it is not 
and to not be what it is. As I noted at the start of this chap- 
ter, this account of the emotions, and of the pre-reflective 
consciousness in general, carries over from Sartre’s 
early essay on the same subject. Although worked up dif- 
ferently, at first sight, it continues in essence the analysis 
of consciousness initiated there. The example he had 
used in the early sketch was the way, in a puzzle-picture, I 
look for the figure (say, a gun) which the superscription 
says is there. It is the gun (which I do not yet see) that I am 
searching for; I’m not thinking about my searching, but 
sideways or underneath, so to speak, I am aware of what I 
am about. Emotions, then, are intensifications of this ge- 
neric non-thetic consciousness. And in Being and Noth- 
ingness, as we have seen, starting from the cigarette ex- 
ample, the non-thetic consciousness (of) self, christened 
the pre-reflective cogito, stands firmly at the head of the 
whole argument. 

It is worth looking briefly, in conclusion, at the fate of 
this theory in Part IV of Being and Nothingness, for we see 
there, that it is, paradoxically, not so much the irrational- 
ism of which he has often been accused that prevents 
Sartre from breaking out of the impasse to which his argu- 
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merit has led him, as it is his thoroughgoing and incurable 
rationalism. 

In the last part of Being and Nothingness Sartre is 
trying to found ontologically the structures which he has 
so far discovered phenomenologically. He is trying to es- 
tablish the kind of reality that 1 have (or am) in and against 
the world, my body and the Other. But of course he is still 
working within the Cartesian distinction between human 
freedom, the unfettered choice of myself as my own proj- 
ect, and a passive, non-free, determined nature. Thus for 
him man must be either wholly free or wholly determined: 
for-itself and freedom, or in-itself and utter passivity — 
those are the alternatives. But what then of the passions 
— literally “sufferings”: surely if 1 run away from danger, 
let alone fainting at the sight of it, it is because I am over- 
come by fear? No, says Sartre, I choose myself as fearing. 

I choose to exorcise the fearful magically, by running or 
fainting, instead of coping with it instrumentally and ra- 
tionally; I make myself that kind of person and my world 
that kind of world. This is thesame disjunction established 
in the Sketch: rationality or magic. Yet even when 1 act 
“rationally,” I do have “subjective” “motives” as well as 
“objective” “reasons” for what I do. I have a goal which 
can be accounted for in both ways. Suppose my end is to 
help minority groups. Why? Because our society is di- 
vided and must be healed. But why do I want to help over- 
come this division? Because I am indignant at the unfair- 
ness with which minorities have been treated. Which is 
the real reason: the objective situation I want to see 
changed, or my feeling about it? Evidently, Sartre says, 
we are dealing with two radically distinct layers of mean- 
ing. How, he asks, are we to compare them; how can we 
determine the part played by each of them in the decision 
under consideration? This difficulty, he insists, has never 
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been resolved; indeed, few have so much as glimpsed it. 
Thus historians, he points out, assign an objective reason 
where they can and where that fails point to an “irra- 
tional” motive as an alternative. If Clovis became con- 
verted to Catholicism, he points out, the explanation 
could be “objective”; we would say that since many bar- 
barian kings were Arians, Clovis saw an opportunity of 
getting into the good graces of the episcopate which was 
all-powerful in Gaul. Here, then, the objective “reason” 
for his decision is characterized as a rational account of 
the historical situation. The reason for Clovis’ conversion, 
in short, is the political and religious condition of Gaul, in- 
cluding the relative strengths of the Christian episcopate, 
the landowners, and the people. But for Constantine’s 
conversion, on the other hand, one historian can find no 
such objective reason and so says: “he yielded to a sud- 
den impulse.” If this were a correct analysis, Sartre 
suggests; “the ideal rational act would . . .be the one for 
which the motives be practically nil and which would be 
uniquely inspired by an objective appreciation of the situ- 
ation. The irrational or passionate act will be character- 
ized by the reverse proportion.” This dichotomy seems 
on the face of it to correspond so far to his own theory of 
emotion. Rationality and rational techniques or irrational- 
ity equivalent to magic: take your choice — and it’s you 
who take it. 

Now, however, Sartre wants to build this dichotomy 
into his account of freedom, and since both kinds of ac- 
tion, rational and magical, are after all action, he needs 
freedom on both sides. Let us look again at the reason: it 
is objective, but it is so only as “revealed to a conscious- 
ness” and in particular to the project of that conscious- 
ness as positing through the world what it — and the world 
— are not. Thus, it is objective, he tells us, that the Roman 
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plebians and aristocracy were corrupted in the time of 
Constantine; it is objective that the Catholic Church was 
ready to favor a monarch who at the time of Clovis would 
help it defeat Arianism. Yet this state of affairs could be 
revealed only to a for-itself — “since in general the for- 
itself is the being by which ‘there is’ a world.” Indeed, it 
can be revealed only to “a for-itself which chooses itself in 
this or that particular way — that is, to a for-itself which 
has made its own individuality.” 1® For it is the for-itself, in 
its particular choice, that makes, not only itself, but the 
world of instrumental things as instrumental things. Thus, 
Sartre suggests, a knife is objectively an instrument to cut 
with;but if I had no hammer, I could just as well take up the 
knife and use its handle to hammer with. This apprehen- 
sion of the knife would be no less objective than the view 
of it as a thing with a blade and handle, a thing to slice 
with. The same situation obtains for Clovis and the 
Church. That a certain group of bishops should assist him 
is merely probable; what is objective is what any for-itself 
could establish: the power of the Church over the people 
and its worry about Arianism. But what makes these par- 
ticular “facts” a “reason”? Only their isolation by Clovis 
himself and their transcendence toward the possibility of 
his kingship. In short, Sartre concludes, “the world gives 
counsel only if one questions it, and one can question it 
only for a well determined end.” Reasons, therefore, 
are relative to ends. But the ends are made such by the 
project of the individual consciousness, and the very 
same project, as subjective, as felt, is a “motive.” Clovis 
was ambitious. How shall we interpret that statement? 
“Ambition,” Sartre says, has here the role of filling, giving 
its peculiar tone, to the non-thetic consciousness which 
carries i nwardly, sideways so to speak, the outward th rust 
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of consciousness. We are dealing here, he tells us, with 
one particular case of being-in-the-world. And just as It Is 
the upsurge of the for-itself which causes there to be a 
world, rather than the meaningless exteriority of the in- 
itself, so here too it is the being of the for-itself itself as 
a pure project toward an end which causes there to be 
“a certain objective structure of the world, one which de- 
serves the name of reason in the light of this end.” The 
for-itself therefore appears now as the consciousness of 
this reason. That is the positional side of consciousness. 
At the same time, however, this positional consciousness 
of the reason is also a non-thetic consciousness of itself 
as a project toward an end. It Is in this sense that it is a 
motive. It lives Itself non-thetically, as a project toward an 
end, a project, Sartre asserts, “more or less keen, more or 
less passionate,” and this non-thetic, impassioned con- 
sciousness occurs, of course, at the same instant at which 
the for-itself is constituted “as a revealing consciousness 
of the organization of the world into reasons.” Thus 
through the recognition of the pre-reflective cogito, the 
apparent dichotomy of reasons and motives, or rationality 
and magic, has been assimilated to what seems to be a 
single theory of free action: reason and motive are correl- 
ative, exactly as the non-thetic consciousness (of) self is 
the ontological correlate of the thetic consciousness of 
the object. Just as the consciousness of something is con- 
sciousness (of) self, so the motive is nothing other than 
the apprehension of the reason in so far as this apprehen- 
sion is consciousness (of) self. It follows, then, that the 
reason, the motive, and the end are “three indissoluble 
terms of the thrust of a free and living consciousness 
which projects itself toward its possibilities and makes it- 
self defined by these possibilities.” 20 So “reason” and 



178 SARTRE. 


“motives,” rationality and magic, appear to be united as 
the single, yet double, upsurge of one consciousness in 
the apprehension of a determinable end. 

How then does it happen that psychologists (and 
historians) can separate out “motives” and assign them 
as pre-existent determinants of action? It happens be- 
cause of the nature of temporal consciousness. I make 
myself each moment out of nothing. But what I had made 
before takes on in memory a pseudo-thinghood: this is the 
illusory “circuit of selfness,” in which, through a flight 
from ourselves, we make ourselves into things. It is in fact 
the production and the expression, not of original free- 
dom, but of bad faith. Clovis sought the help of the Catho- 
lic bishops; that is the objective fact. What more is in- 
volved in saying he was ambitious? One may either be 
referring to an illusory “self” with properties, a pseudo- 
thing precipitated by the flight of time; or, more truly, to 
speak of the affectivity that accompanied his action, his 
“ambition,” is simply to describe the feeling tone, the 
unreflective consciousness (of) self that carried his 
objective behavior on and in the world. It is still that pure 
moment of choice, the positing of a given end — in Clovis’ 
case, the choice of conversion for the sake of possible 
kingship — that in the last analysis made the action what it 
was. Thus emotion is really the irrational converse of rea- 
son, which appears as a force of its own only through the 
illusion created by history. At the instant of choice, how- 
ever, it is the reason that matters; the irrational “motive” 
is only its non-thetic otherside. We have an objective end, 
a thetic positing of it which is a reason, and a non-thetic 
awareness (of) ourselves as so doing, which is a motive. 

Two consequences seem to follow from this ac- 
count. On the one hand: reason is primary. If passion is 
emancipated from its non-thetic role, if it moves on its 
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own, it can be seen in two ways, either of them self-decep- 
tive. It is either sheer magic, a surrogate for impotence — 
Sartre still accepts this formulation. Or it is a delusive hy- 
postasisation into thinghood of what can, by its very 
nature as a kind of consciousness, deserve no such onto- 
logical stability. On the other hand, however, the reason 
itself which Sartre here elevates to primacy in the for- 
itself’s existence — that reason has been emptied of all 
content. For “determinate ends” cannot after all stand on 
their own; it is simply the act of pure freedom that makes 
them ends. Thus if Clovis must isolate the facts from their 
context in order to aim at them, he can only do this — as 
any for-itself can only do — by nihilation. The possibility 
he aims at, the possibility that the church will support a 
Christian king, can be revealed to him only if the facts as 
they now are are transcended toward a state of things that 
now is not: he must surpass the present situation toward a 
nothingness. He must imagine himself crowned king, but 
to imagine is to posit what is not. He must see his lack as 
subject, that is, as non-monarch, and seek the lacking, 
kingship, and the bishops’ support. Only in that nihilating 
choice does his reason assert itself as free. Thus we have 
at bottom either choice as subjective and irrational but il- 
lusory, or choice as rational and objective but empty. De- 
terminate ends, seen as positive, would again issue in bad 
faith. The demand of reason, the primacy of positional 
consciousness, is absolute. But its content is — 
nothingness. If Sartre has banned Cartesian substance, if 
he has reduced extended things to the mere spread of a 
meaningless exteriority and “mind” to the moment of 
thought, positional or non-positional, he has also reduced 
Cartesian reason to Cartesian will, drained it of positive 
content for the sake of its autonomy. In the last analysis, it 
is the demand for total rationality in the instant of total 
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freedom that forces him to turn the non-thetic, the less 
than luminous, mode of consciousness back into itself. It 
cannot, for him, give itself to the world, it cannot guide its 
possessor to the world, because to permit this wou Id be to 
contaminate pure reason with feeling. Sartre, like his 
master Descartes, seeks a state “free of all cares and dis- 
turbed by no passions.” He has not found, and cannot find 
it; for him, man is a useless passion, who tries to become 
God and fails. Only a radical rethinking of the concept of 
rationality could overcome this impasse. If passion is to 
be more than useless, it must be seen to have an end that 
is less than the pure reason of a causa sui, an end that is 
both known and lived, that is founded in history and fel- 
lowship, and in the embodied being out of which it takes 
its growth. 




the critique: voiume one, 1960 


Being and Nothingness 
was published in 1943. Sartre’s 
second major philosophical work, Vol- 
ume One of the Critique of Dialectical Rea- 
son, appeared in 1960. Although I have referred 
in passing to the Critique, my exposition so far has 
been chiefly concerned with the sources of Being and 
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Nothingness, its argument, and some of its special prob- 
lems. For many, however, including Sartre himself, the 
Critique marked a definitive step forward from his earlier 
work. Even an introductory essay, therefore — which 
makes no claim to giving a comprehensive analysis even 
of Sartre’s philosophical work — must take account of the 
Critique, and especially of the question, whether and how 
Sartre’s basic views have altered. 

Although at this writing the Critique is not yet avail- 
able in translation, its argument has been summarized for 
English readers in a number of places, notably by Wilfrid 
Desan in his Marxism of Jean-Paul Sartre, by R. D. Laing 
and D. G. Cooper in their Reason and Violence, and by Jo- 
seph MacMahon in his recent detailed study of Sartre, 
which is chiefly concerned with his literary work. Al- 
though I am not entirely happy with any of these summa- 
ries, 1 hesitate to embark on yet another. For one thing, the 
reason one feels one ought to present a summary of the 
Critique is relatively trivial. Seven hundred and fifty-five 
badly printed, scantily paragraphed, and altogether 
headache-inducing pages are furnished with the follow- 
ing guide: 


Table des Matidres 

Pages 

Questions de Methode 

13 

Critique de la Raison Dialectique 

113 

Libre 1 

163 

Libre 11 

379 


That is all! So after one has laboriously made one’s own 
table of contents, one would like to make it available to 
other readers (Laing and Cooper and MacMahon have 
done so, though MacMahon has failed to catch Section C4 
of Book One!). This egocentrism on the part of Sartre and 
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his publisher, Gallimard, doubtless will be rectified in the 
forthcoming English translation. Besides, on the one 
hand, the overall structure of the argument is perspic- 
uous, and, in representing it one can only repeat what 
others have already said; and on the other hand, the con- 
tents, and even the method in its details, burst out, so to 
speak, in a number of directions, so that every reader 
seems to have his own Critique and his own perspective 
for the comparison of this work with the earlier one. Thus 
any attempt to recapitulate beyond the barest outline is 
bound to seem idiosyncratic, and had better be presented 
as criticism rather than mere summary. I shall offer here, 
therefore, only the sketchiest outline of the work’s struc- 
ture, and go on to look at some facets of it in the context 
of the question of Sartre’s philosophical development — 
giving due warning that I am focusing on those puz- 
zles that happen especially to fascinate me. To others, 
other problems and other concepts may seem of overrid- 
ing interest. 

The Critique, Volume One, is preceded by the essay 
“Questions of Method,” published separately in English 
as Search for a Method. Here Sartre makes two major 
methodological points. First, he acclaims the exclusive, 
and victorious, candidacy of Marxism for the title of “the 
philosophy of the twentieth century,” and claims for exis- 
tentialism the ancillary task of reinstating the individual 
existent within an ossified pseudo-Marxist dogma. I have 
already discussed briefly Sartre’s relation to Marx and 
Marxism, and can only echo here Aron’s remark that in 
this connection Sartre behaves very much like the pour- 
soi of his own analysis: he seems to be a “Marxist” in the 
spirit of being-what-he-is-not and not-being-what-he-is.i 
In all his professions of faith, and despite the care with 
which he expounds or takes issue with some classical 
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Marxist texts (notably with Engels) in the Critique itself, 
Sartre’s “Marxism” appears as somehow strained and ar- 
tificial. I must leave it to better connoisseurs than I am to 
explain in detail why this is so. Secondly, Sartre outlines 
in this introductory essay what he calls the “regressive- 
progressive” method, in effect a rewriting of his theory of 
existential psychoanalysis, but with a more explicit em- 
phasis on the role of social factors in providing the condi- 
tions for individual self-choice. Existential psychoanaly- 
sis was the method introduced in Being and Nothingness 
for studying the way a person makes, and has already 
made, himself. In the new version, based on a formulation 
of Georges Lefebvre, one goes back, it appears, to the in- 
dividual’s beginning and then seeks to build up his his- 
tory, progressively, from the origin thus understood. As 
he has approached his hero, Genet, in these terms, in 
Saint Genet, so now Sartre suggests the same method for 
the study of his favorite anti-hero, Flaubert, to whom, in- 
deed, he has since devoted the first two volumes of a pro- 
jected four-volume analysis under the title The Idiot of the 
Family. In the Critique itself, however, it will be society — 
and ultimately human history as a whole — that will be 
dealt with by this dual method of retrospective analysis 
and prospective reconstruction. 

The groundwork for this vast project — to make the 
whole of history intelligible — is prepared in Volume One 
(all that exists to date). Book One of this volume moves 
from individual praxis, the act of what Sartre here calls 
“the practical organism,” to the practico-inert, the move- 
ment, generated by human response to human need, 
which perpetuates itself as inhuman and anti-human. 
Sartre analyzes in detail two cases: the drain of gold from 
sixteenth-century Spain and the deforestation of China. In 
the latter instance, for example, the need for timber has 
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let loose a chain of physical events from which an even 
more urgent need, the need for water, arises. The conse- 
quences of human action turn inhuman, and demand, in 
self-defense, new actions — which will again bring in their 
train new threatening results. This is in effect the for- 
itself, translated into “praxis,” in interaction with the in- 
itself, now conceived, not as sheer exteriority, but as the 
network of material events and entities which both delimit 
and negate the agent’s intent. Activity, in itself free — for, 
whatever befalls, man is still sovereign — is contradicted 
by passivity, or, better, by a kind of passive activity that 
runs away with it and threatens it with extinction. 

It is out of this fall of praxis into its inertial conse- 
quences that Sartre sees arising what he calls “collectivi- 
ties.” These are mere “inorganic” collections of practical 
organisms, organized from outside by the demands of 
material needs and the scarcity of means to supply them. 
We depend on “worked matter,” and it in turn sums us up, 
through its presence and its power, into additive totali- 
ties. The simplest case of this effect is the series, which 
Sartre illustrateswith the (by-now famous) example of the 
queue at the bus stop at St. Germain des Pres. There is 
not room for all — who will get a place? Only the limited 
dimensions of this material object servetounitethe would- 
be passengers, each of whom has his destination and his 
reason for going there. In terms of the abstract dialectic of 
the practico-inert, moreover, class too belongs to this cat- 
egory of collectives. In industrial society,forexample,it is 
obvious that the machine, external to the worker, orga- 
nizes him from outside himself. And, in general, the mate- 
rials we work up to satisfy our needs revenge themselves 
by imposing a mechanical quality, a non-human organiz- 
ing principle, which by its nature undermines our free- 
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dom. It is this external relation which determines class, as 
it does other “serialities.” 

This first major move, from praxis to the practico- 
inert, establishes an abstract and negative dialectic. Book 
Two of the Critique, “From the Group to History,’’ is sup- 
posed to move toward the concrete and so to lead us to 
history itself — although at page 500, Sartre announces 
that we are still at the abstract stage! The first step, more- 
over, is not from the group, as the title suggests, but to the 
group, for we have not yet seen how there can be a posi- 
tive dialectic of social reality orsocial action. Sartre looks 
first, therefore, at the “group in fusion,’’ from which, if 
from anywhere, such a reality can be seen to rise. The 
case he studies is — almost a priori — the storming of the 
Bastille. Out of this classic instance of spontaneous ac- 
tion there comes in its dialectical turn the oath, which 
binds the joint actors into a brotherhood where each is 
“third man’’ to all the others. In the group that results 
there is thus a genuine, if mediated, reciprocity between 
each and among all. So far, so good. But the practico-in- 
ert must not be forgotten: as groups solidify and become 
traditional they become institutions. These, however, 
generate their own inertia, so that the threat to freedom, 
the self-denying consequence of action, returns to plague 
us. The constituting dialectic of group-formation gives 
way, thanks to the practico-inert, to a constituted dialec- 
tic, which is, not pure praxis but a mixture of praxis and 
processus. “Taylorism,” a forerunner of time-and-motion 
studies, is an example Sartre analyzes at length in this 
connection. One expects at this stage a recurrence to the 
tragic to-and-fro of Being and Nothingness; true, man 
here tries to become man, not God, but here too he fails. 
Yet Sartre’s conclusion is optimistic: he has laid the 
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ground for a “structural anthropology,” he declares atthe 
close of his long and labored argument, and, on that foun- 
dation, for an account of history as intelligible: intelligible 
in the sense that free men understand it as the meaning of 
their own free actions. This would indeed seem to be a 
new message, written in the language of a new, and more 
hopeful, vision. 

Reason, Analytical and Dialectical 

With this sketchiest of sketches behind us, let us 
look now at some aspects of the Critique with the question 
in mind of whether, and how, Sartre has changed his posi- 
tion since Being and Nothingness, and first, the question, 
how he has changed his method. Here there is, at least in 
the first movement of the Critique, a striking innovation, 
and at the same time a development — or, to use a favorite 
term of Sartre’s, a “totalization” — of the dialectic already 
characteristic of Being and Nothingness. 

The novelty concerns the method of physics, or of 
the exact sciences in general, as Sartre understands it. 
Dialectic paired with phenomenology gives way to the 
“hypothetico-deductive method” with “dialectical rea- 
son” first as its explanation and finally as its source. 

From his Cartesian beginning, we have seen, Sartre 
first discovered phenomenology, and applied it, accord- 
ing to his lights, in the Emotions, the Imaginary, and the 
Transcendence of the Ego. In Being and Nothingness, 
while he is fundamentally loyal to Cartesian method — 
and even, in some basic respects, to Cartesian meta- 
physics — he has set phenomenological description 
into the frame of a dialectical movement from which the 
power and direction of his argument derive. In the Cri- 
tique, however, phenomenology has all but disappeared. 
There are, indeed, immensely detailed descriptions of 
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historical events, and lengthy analyses of historical phe- 
nomena. An example of the latter (to which I shall 
return later) is the role of the radio in modern (chiefly 
pre-television) society. But these are either empirical ac- 
counts, subsumed under Sartrean dialectical categories 
— as with the Bastille — or abstract social analyses, again 
constructed with dialectical tools. One may indeed 
conjecture that, since phenomenology deals with the soli- 
tary consciousness, the turn to social themes was bound 
to involve a turn to other methods. Yet if one recalls the 
work of Alfred Schutz and his school, one must admit that 
phenomenology has in fact proved especially fruitful for 
the description of social worlds and the rereading of soci- 
ological problems. To turn phenomenology to this pur- 
pose one may of course have to abandon the transcen- 
dental ego — the ultimate I, still lonely in its sovereign 
power, that “constitutes” the whole panorama of “re- 
duced” experience. But the transcendental ego was what 
Sartre had firmly exorcised in his earliest work: the “ego” 
is empty; indeed, it doesn’t exist. Yet, at the same time, as 
we have seen, Sartre’s phenomenology, like Husserl’s, 
was still Cartesian, and therefore, as I have argued, still 
impotent to conquer solipsism. A Cartesian, and there- 
fore a Sartrean, social phenomenology is inconceivable. 
Hence in Sartre’s case it is reasonable that a deeper con- 
cern with the problem of social reality should entail a di- 
minished interest in phenomenology as a philosophical 
method. 

What is striking in the Critique, however, is not the 
absence of phenomenological description, but Sartre’s 
new relation to a very orthodox conception of “scientific 
method.” In Being and Nothingness the positivist concep- 
tion of science and of the method of science is entirely 
marginal to Sartre’s concerns. In that work he had argued 
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tersely — and convincingly — for the meaninglessness of 
a pure “objectivity” which would be equivalent to pure 
exteriority — a Cartesian pure extension without its sub- 
stantial base. The for-itself, though always out there with 
the in-itself, bestows on the in-itself whatever meaning 
that indifferent plenitude of being may acquire. “The 
world is human.” Neither the in-itself in itself, nor the 
“objective” methods by which physicists study it, are of 
interest in the context of this ontology. Now it is otherwise. 
For one thing, a major model for understanding social life 
is drawn from physics: human action generates its own in- 
ertia, the practico-inert. Tariffs, or a price index, for ex- 
ample, “lived individually as impotence,” constitute as an 
external “common material object” asocial reality, a 
force which is “the practico-inert power of hundreds of 
thousands of men as potential energy.” 2 Thus social real- 
ity is conceived on the analogy of physical reality, as dis- 
tinct from the praxis of the individual. Sartre’s use of this 
analogy, and its relation to theearlier conflicts offor-itself 
and in-itself, would be worth a detailed study. In the pre- 
vious work the social world appeared as a vast network of 
techniques for my own aggrandisement (or for my fall into 
bad faith). Here, however, physics, not engineering, 
serves as the source for Sartre’s explanatory model, at 
least of one major and recurrent aspect of social reality. 

What I want to stress here, however, is another side 
of Sartre’s new reliance on physics: his actual use of what 
he conceives to be the style of scientific reasoning, the 
so-called hypothetico-deductive method. In Being and 
Nothingness, as a phenomenologist aiming at ontology, 
Sartre is sucked into dialectic despite himself. In the lat- 
ter work his attitude is critical: hence the title. Far from 
plunging into dialectic at the start, he relies on analytical 
reason to inquire whether dialectical reason exists. That 
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is what he does not yet know. He asserts it as a hypothe- 
sis, then (as scientists have traditionally been thought to 
do) deduces consequences from his hypothesis and tests 
them empirically. Over and over he reminds us (and re- 
minds himself ; dialectical thinker that he is by nature and 
second nature, it is hard for him to remember) that we 
have not yet ascertained, are still trying to ascertain, 
whether in fact there is “dialectical reason” at all. 

The hypothesis, of course, is vindicated, and in the 
end we see clearly, or so Sartre believes we should, that 
indeed our critical method is but one consequence of the 
all-inclusive power of dialectical thinking. Once estab- 
lished, therefore, the thesis first hypothetically enter- 
tained explains the very method by which it is discovered. 
But the tentative and experimental nature of our ap- 
proach to its assertion is emphasized again and again. 

The whole argument is explicitly presented as one vast 
experiment. 

Two brief comparisons may help to illuminate this 
Sartrean methodology. This work is a Critique, as mas- 
sive and as ambitious as the Critique of Pure Reason itself 
— indeed, in a sense more ambitious than Kant’s Cr/f/que. 
But Sartre’s method differs radically from Kant’s. First, he 
begins as an empiricist. He is trying to confirm a conjec- 
ture. He is experimenting, not moving among a prioris — a 
procedure Kant would radically reject. Clearly, then, he 
ought, moreover, to claim for his conclusions no such 
apodeicticity as Kant insists upon. Admittedly the dialectic 
will turn out, as we shall see presently, to be both “neces- 
sary” and “intelligible,” but this will be an ontological, not 
a logical necessity — not even a necessity of “material 
logic,” as Kant calls it. We are moving from the a poste- 
riori, the realm of experimental investigation, to some 
other plane. Finally, when we arrive there, we stay there: 
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dialectic takes over. If we can enter into the self-under- 
standing process of history as an intelligible whole — not 
a totality, indeed, but a “totalization,” a whole process 
made of praxeis which understands itself from within — 
we shall see our initial method of analysis and experiment 
as one tiny, and pitifully abstract, offshoot of the concrete 
immensity within which we have found our intellectual 
home. True, the method is circular, in so far as its last 
stage founds its first; and Kant’s method is circular, too.3 
But the first stage in Sartre’s argument appears at its later 
stage to have been a taking-off place only, a springboard 
into a deep sea of significances. Kant’s transcendental 
method, on the other hand, is much more modest in its cir- 
cularity: for the justifying principles discovered by it and 
the experience, or the objects, they justify are precisely 
coterminous as well as interdependent. If there is no in- 
formed matter of experience, neither is there any form ex- 
cept as the form of the experience (or object of experi- 
ence) whose form it is. The circle, though not vicious, is 
serenely static. Sartre’s argument, by contrast — the 
reader will have seen it coming — is a rapidly expanding 
Hegelian spiral. If we follow Kant we rest secure in the 
knowledgeofwhythingsareastheywere already. Ifwe fol- 
low Sartre — or better, if we could follow him — nothing 
would ever be the same again. 

Before we look at Sartre’s Hegelianism as devel- 
oped in the Critique, however, we might weli compare his 
analytical method and its scope with another familiar 
theory of the method, not of science in general, but of so- 
cial science. Since the turn of the century numerous phi- 
losophers and social scientists, accepting the positivist 
ideal of pure objectivity for the exact sciences, have 
argued that the study of man, in contrast to that of nature, 
demands “understanding” {Verstehen). In the first in- 
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Stance the purpose of history was said to be not the formu- 
lation of general laws but insight into unique events, and 
then the social sciences too were said to demand this kind 
of insight. Such “understanding” was usually presented, 
if not as a kind of empathy, at least as somehow more di- 
rect, more immediate than the highly abstract and imper- 
sonal scientific knowledge with which it was contrasted. 
Now Sartre, too, in the Critique, speaks of “comprehen- 
sion,” which appears to be the equivalent of Verstehen. 

Yet in the main, “comprehension” or understanding 
seems to be, for him, a highly reflective attitude, to be 
achieved afterthe labors of analytical reason, and even of 
the dialectic, and on a new logical level. True, in “Ques- 
tions of Method” he equates understanding with “exis- 
tence itself.” Thus he seems to be taking it as direct and, 
as such, contrasting it, as existentialism’s offering, with 
the impersonal, objectifying attitude of an ossified Marx- 
ism. Existentialism, we are told, will inject human self-un- 
derstanding into the bloodstream of Marxist social and 
historical theory. When the life-giving elixir has done its 
work, it will disappear; Marxism, revivified, will reign 
alone. Yet even in this very passage, where understand- 
ing, acting, and the project are identified, understanding 
is nevertheless described, not as immediate or intuitive, 
but as an “indirect non-knowledge” which must found the 
immediate knowledge of the intellect.'* We seem to be of- 
fered, in other words, knowledge as a purely intellectual 
operation of immediate apprehension, and understand- 
ing as its reflective, non-cognitive, but nevertheless “ra- 
tional” supplement. As physics has treated nature wholly 
“objectively,” so, Sartre tells us, anthropology, too, has 
treated man as object. That was wrong. Yet this error is 
not to be corrected by turning aside to some more imme- 
diate awareness of man by man. It is to be corrected by a 
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more complicated process. First we have the field of 
“knowledge” which is equated with the scientific or “ana- 
lytic,” yet “immediate,” apprehension of a subject-matter: 
still the Cartesian ideal of totally explicit self-generating 
truth. Then, hypothetically, we embark upon the labor of 
the dialectic which will ultimately ® bring us to the stage 
where we see as a “permanent possibility” the reflective 
understanding of human organizations by human agents 
who observe them. Only by this devious route can we 
move from the single agent — if re-christened, still in ef- 
fect the isolated for-itself, rising up as negation against 
the in-itself — to a social organization understood as such 
by a social observer who is himself an agent. The task of 
the social scientist — and even of the member of a social 
group — seems hard indeed. 

Totalization 

Hard, too, it appears, is the task of the dialectician 
who, taking over from the experimental reasoner, must 
prepare the ground for such social understanding. Noth- 
ing less than the total sweep of human history will do as 
his domain, and he must exhibit that vast totalization, 
Sartre insists, as both “necessary” and “intelligible.” 
Such, he argues, is the indispensable prolegomenon to 
history — or to a critique of history? — itself. But if, as I 
have already suggested, Sartre’s relation to dialectic 
here is more reflective, and, at the start at least, allegedly 
hypothetical, still the power of the Hegelian method over 
his thought, already evident in Being and Nothingness, is 
ready to display itself again — and more vigorously than 
ever. However wordy the text, however abstract its analy- 
ses, the Dialectic, once initiated, will carry us like a tor- 
rent, over any intervening rocks and boulders, to its inevi- 
table close. 
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Again, 1 shall not venture to attempt here anything 
even approximating an exhaustive analysis of Sartre’s di- 
alectic as exhibited in the Critique. But an enumeration of 
some of the chief counters out of which it is constructed 
should sufficiently indicate its scope and style, and its dif- 
ference, as well as its likeness, to the earlier dialectic of 
Being and Nothingness. I shall focus on three concepts: 
totalization, necessity, and intelligibility. 

First, “totalization.” The for-itself comes to be, and 
exists, as nihilation; it seeks to realize its own instant of 
action as pure freedom. Sartre has never abandoned this 
ideal; in the Critique, for example, he baldly denies that 
there is a “problem” of sovereignty. Man — each man — is 
sovereign; there can be no problem. But in contrast to the 
total independence of each individual-in-action, his so- 
cial world is not only the wholly other, it is the whole of the 
wholly other. The world as worked up by others’ actions, a 
humanized-dehumanized in-itself, must be seen as total 
in order to be denied as total, in order to serve as ground 
for the expression of my values — that is, of my lacking 
what I lack, and thus of myself as lack. If Sartre looks at 
society, therefore, starting, as he must do, from the for-it- 
self, he can only “totalize.” He must swing over from the 
pole of empty inwardness toward the other pole of indefi- 
nitely extended, totalized outwardness. True, he cannot 
reach it as totality, any more than Sartrean man could in 
fact achieve the glorious instant of his own free act. But if 
totality is unattainable, totalization is the only process by 
which what is other than instantaneous, free self-choos- 
ing can ever be understood. Granted, also, that, in the Cri- 
tique, the concept of “lack” is abandoned for that of 
“need,” with its more explicit (and allegedly Marxist) 
foundation in material situations and material wants. Still 
the skeleton is the same: for-itself/ in-itself or individual 
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prax/s /totalization. If the trend toward the broader, al- 
most all-engulfing category is more pronounced, the in- 
gredients of the dialectic are analogous to, if not identical 
with, their earlier counterparts. 

Moreover, that trend is already foreshadowed, I 
should like to suggest, in some puzzling passages in 
Being and Nothingness. The concept of truth is not one of 
Sartre’s explicit concerns in either of his major works; but 
when he does touch on it in Being and Nothingness, he 
sets it in contrast to “reality,” almost as “universal” is tra- 
ditionally contrasted with “particular.” The truth of being 
Jean-Paul Sartre, itseems, is being a Parisian, thetruth of 
being a Parisian, is being a Frenchman, the truth of being 
a Frenchman is being a European, and so on. Or, to take 
Sartre’s other example: here is a man doing a particular 
skiing figure. He does it Norwegian style — that is thetruth 
of his performance; and the truth of that, in turn, is skiing 
as such. For reality, however, the series goes just the 
other way: the reality of being a European is being a 
Frenchman, and so on; or the reality of skiing is skiing 
Norwegian style, until in each series we come to this par- 
ticular event here-now, Jean-Paul Sartre as pour-soi 
choosing, say, to reject the Nobel prize; this skier execut- 
ing a Christiana just here on this particular slope. For es- 
sence and existence the same inversion holds: Jean-Paul 
Sartre exists, his essence is to be Parisian, the essence of 
being Parisian is being French, and so on. Thus it seems 
that step-by-step impoverishment is the process by 
which, from the real or the existent, truth or essence are 
obtained. 

But is “truth” really obtained by starting with the 
real and subtracting successive properties? Are even 
“essences” — unreal though they may seem — to be dis- 
covered simply by stripping the existent, one by one, of its 
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particularizing attributes? Man, we are told, has no es- 
sence; he exists first, and must make himself what he is 
(not). Does he achieve that goal simply by this sort of ab- 
stractive generalizing? Ultimately, along this line of rea- 
soning, both the “truth” and the “essence” of anything at 
all will be — Being, which, existentially speaking, is as 
good as nothing. What is Sartre after here? One might 
suppose that, in his emphasis on existence and the con- 
crete reality of this nihilating pour-soi here and now flee- 
ing its past into its future, he is intentionally draining “es- 
sence” or “truth” of any content. But existentialism began 
withthecry, “Subjectivity is Truth.” Is that not still its clar- 
ion call? To read individual existence into Marxism, not to 
generalize it into universal “truths” and “essences,” is 
supposed to be Sartre’s mission in the Critique. Yet, as we 
saw in the last chapter, there is an indefeasible impulse to 
rationalism in Sartre’s thinking which runs the other way. 
The individual real, the existent, has its truth, its essence 
in the general — and even, it seems, in the most general. 
Remember that in the First Meditation it is the most gen- 
eral things of all — generaiissima et universaiissima — 
that Descartes finds it hardest to doubt! But an apter com- 
parison here is Spinoza’s third kind of knowledge: only 
when we have grasped its roots in the all-encompassing 
can we understand the particular a right. Only in full, in- 
dependent, total Being-itself does the truth of this finite 
mode reside. 

Is this Spinozism, latent in Being and Nothingness, 
given free rein in the Critique? Yes and no. Totalization 
does indeed take over: it is the context through which 
alone the individual’s praxis becomes intelligible — and 
therefore true? — to the historian, to the social scientist, 
or even to himself. But the totalization Sartre envisages, 
of course, is human, not divine. It is a pan-humanism, one 
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might say, that Sartre is after. Man, the nihilator of Being, 
the being whose very being is to say no, can find himself 
only if he nevertheless places his nay-saying, dialecti- 
cally, within the context of Being itself. 

Yet that is precisely what Sartre had not succeeded 
in doing in his earlier work — it is even what he pro- 
claimed could not be done. Causa sui is impossible, the 
for-itself cannot become for-itself-in-itself; man tries to 
become God and fails. Thus, in the Hegelian terms al- 
ready characteristic of Being and Nothingness, let alone 
of the Critique, the dialectic of existence appears to be 
one of pure contradiction, repeated thesis and antithesis 
lacking a synthesis to put the two contradictions to rest. 
What has happened to Sartre’s negative dialectic in the 
Critique? Again, the role of “synthesis” in that work mer- 
its a special study; there are complex relations to Kantian 
as well as Hegelian synthesis which the historian of phi- 
losophy finds tantalizing, but which neither space, time, 
nor the reader’s patience allows one to embark on here. 
But, crudely and as a first approximation, I think we may 
hazard the statement that the Critique differs from Being 
and Nothingness in permitting, and even in conclusion 
stressing, the possibility of synthesis: hence the optimis- 
tic, even triumphant, coda at its close. And we may see 
this new outcome either as a development of Sartrean di- 
alectic, or as a change. To borrow another Hegelian slo- 
gan, quantity has turned into quality: more dialectic has 
turned into a different dialectic after all. 

Or nearly so; even this statement I hesitate to make 
dogmatically. Let me qualify it a little. Praxis vs. the prac- 
tico-inert, the group in fusion followed by the oath vs. the 
group institutionalized, itself becoming practico-inert; 
these are the poles of a dialectic which seems, either on 
the “constituting” or the “constituted” side, to reach no 
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resting point. And, indeed, the Hegelian issue in an “or- 
ganic” state Sartre emphatically and repeatedly rejects. 
The only organism is the practical organism, the individ- 
ual agent. Otherwise there are organizations, which are 
made by men and, as material centers of resistance, 
come, negatively, to control men. But the possibility of 
any hyper-organism is decidedly rejected, over and over 
again; that is one of Sartre’s major polemical themes. Yet 
both for the constitutive dialectic of the group in process 
of formation and for the constituted dialectic of a social 
organization, once formed, Sartre opens the way for syn- 
thesis. Thus, in discussing the role of “thought” — of con- 
troversy on the current issues — in the formation of sub- 
groups, he writes: 

It IS a question of a dialectical transcendence, by a 
practical project: that in turn supposes a synthetic grasp 
of all the contradictions, in brief, the living reunification 
of the group by the third man, taking the dissensions 
themselves as the Instrument of reunification.® 

In that sentence there is, after all, hope for mankind. 
Admittedly, the “living synthesis” ^ of a new community 
will always regenerate its own contrary, its seriality, its 
practico-inert. Yet even in the “constituted dialectic” that 
results Sartre sees not only contradiction, but also syn- 
thesis. True, the members of every generation are cast, 
willy-nilly, into groups already formed, which press on 
them from without and so limit, even deny, the upsurge of 
their freedom. Nevertheless here, too, where praxis has 
become enmeshed in processus, where truly communal 
action has relapsed into institutional compulsion, Sartre 
speaks of a “totalizing synthesis of diverse circum- 
stances.” ® “This plurality of temporalizations,” he 
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writes: “and this temporal unification (a synthetic unifica- 
tion of the antecedent by the consequent, an actual reuni- 
fication of the novel multiplicity through [a travers c/e] the 
older cadres) constitutes in fact the evolution of humanity 
as the praxis of a diachronic group, that is, as the tem- 
poral aspect of the constituted dialectic.” ® 

Both diachronically and synchronically, indeed, 
there is alienation in such “objectivized” praxis — in the 
action of the individual within an extant tradition and 
within an organized society. But now, it seems, there is 
not only the to-and-f ro of for-itself / i n-itself , freedom / bad 
faith. From the perspective of dialectical reason, it now 
appears, a broader vision is possible. There is an “evolu- 
tion of humanity” which embraces the double alienation 
of the individual — in the factual history of his nation and 
in the levelling seriality of his institution or his class — 
within the grandeur of a synthesizing whole. There are no 
Hegelian states, no hyper-organisms; yet the synthesis of 
History is in sight. Thus totalization appears no longer as 
an empty ideal, but as a concrete possibility: the concrete 
issue which the huge abstract “experiment” of the Cri- 
tique has ail along had as its aim. 

Necessity 

So far I have been talking about “totalization” as an 
intensification and expansion of Sartre’s Hegelian 
method. Since his express goal is to understand history, 
and since he believes that a “totalizing” view of human 
action is the necessary forerunnerto such understanding, 
totalization is the overarching dialectical conception that 
controls the work. But his other conceptual tools, too, are 
characteristic of dialectical thinking from Hegel onward 
— in particular, his use of modal concepts and their cog- 
nates, and especially of the concept of necessity. 
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Analytical reason atomizes, dialectical reason total- 
izes. Sartre sees this contrast — as we noticed earlier — 
politically: he equates positivism, liberalism, and 
fascism, and opposes to them all the all-inclusive truth of 
Marxism (as he understands it, and of course with the 
injection of an existentialist core). But back of this con- 
trast there is also a contrast in philosophical method, a 
contrast between “logic” as traditionally understood and 
dialectic as its alternative. “Analytical reason” appears 
as the method of positive science understood in the sense 
of positiv/sm. It appears to rest, in the last analysis, as 
most empiricist philosophy has done, on the occurrence 
of actual individuals. Its operations are indeed those of 
deductive logic, and hence necessary. But logic in its 
canonic form is conceived as purely extensional; it is 
truth-value logic. Although it tells us nothing about the 
real world, its connectives depend entirely on what there 
is or is not. It works with atomic particulars, a, b, c, or their 
variables, x, y, z, or with statements of atomic facts, p, q, r, 
related solely in terms of their truth or falsity. Even if it 
takes the leap from “x Phi’s” to “(For all x) (x Phi’s),” an 
indefinite aggregate of “facts-that” is still what it refers 
to. “Formal implication,” as Whitehead and Russell 
called it, is no more “totalizing” than “material.” It still 
rests on indigestible, itemizable, unintelligible particu- 
lars. Thus the contingent “that” or “that not” appears to 
be the ultimate foundation on which the calculations of 
analytical reason rest. But surely logic provides rules of 
necessary reasoning? So it does; given its contingent 
premises, it does of course trace deductive relations 
among them. Indeed, the “analysis” of “analytical rea- 
son” consists precisely in finding such relations: rela- 
tions that are necessary just because they consist in con- 
nections already given among the items to which they 
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refer. Given that p.q, or ^ p. q, or ^ p.q, then neces- 
sarily p D q, because ~ (p. q) is all that p O q says. 
Thus what follows by logical necessity doesn’t reaiiy 
“follow” at all; given what is given, it just is. Logic neces- 
sitates emptily. It provides analytical connections between 
meaningless givens. It is a mere content-less skeleton of 
thought. So we have indeed the dichotomy Hume gave us: 
bits of mere givens which are contingent, never necessary, 
and necessary statements which are empty, necessitating 
not what they say but only how they say it. 

How can thought overcome this disability? The an- 
swer of the dialectical philosopher, as we have already 
seen, is to get thought moving. Far from resting content 
with given counters tautologically connected, the dialec- 
tician ruminates upon his concepts so that they them- 
selves change their shape and nature as his reflection 
proceeds. Thought is not a game with fixed pieces, but a 
process of development, of growth. And in particular, dia- 
lectical philosophers have felt the need to overcome the 
dichotomy between contingency and necessity. Our ex- 
perience makes sense only if on the one hand “mere” 
facts are somehow assimilated to reasons, and if on the 
other the connections between data are shown to be de- 
manded on some real and rational ground, not only tauto- 
logically. Thus the modal concepts, possibility, actuality 
(or contingent givenness), and necessity need to be re- 
flected on and reassessed in relation to one another. The 
contingent must be absorbed into the rational core of 
reality, not left dangling as mere given, yet its necessita- 
tion must be neither external compulsion nor the petitio 
principii of deductive argument — it must be a reason, a 
principle that makes sense in some comprehensive way 
of the whole process of which all contingencies are now 
seen to form parts. 
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All this, admittedly, is a highly speculative piece of 
non-history. The thesis of extensionality in logic is a mod- 
ern one, and by now may even be said (pace Quine) to be- 
long to a phase only of the development of that discipline. 
But taking off from a particular philosophy of logic — or 
even from a caricatu re of it — I have been tryi ng to suggest 
a context for — what is historically the case — dialectical 
philosophers' concern with modal concepts. Textually, 
the tradition goes back, I suppose, to Kant, where the 
three modalities, possibility, actuality, necessity, appear 
as the final three in the table of categories, and represent 
in the Dialectic thefourth antinomy — the attempt to prove 
a necessary Being. This impasse, like the others Kant had 
presented, Hegel must then evade by working into the 
destiny of his Absolute Spirit the necessary transition 
from the possible to the actual, and to the actual as nec- 
essary — in some grander sense of “necessary” than 
the humdrum one of formal logic. 

In the case of Sartrean dialectic, modal concepts al- 
ready figured prominently in Being and Nothingness. The 
for-itself is its possibilities; it is as its possibility — its not- 
yet-actual — that it is what it is not and is not what it is. My 
body, on the other hand, is “the necessity of my contin- 
gency”: the sheer facticity that absurdly underlies my 
freedom. As making myself, I am my possibility, but as sit- 
uated, as this body in this fashion at this time, I am neces- 
sarily, not what I may be, but what I happen to have be- 
come. The two-pronged dialectic of nothingness and 
being is at the same time a two-pronged dialectic of pos- 
sibility and actuality-as-necessity. There is no escaping 
either the burden of freedom, the whole future as my pos- 
sible, the unmaking of the present which is the very quin- 
tessence of the upsurge of consciousness, or the irresolu- 
ble facticity of what has been. 
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As we have already seen, however, Being and Noth- 
ingness offers no synthesis of its dominant contraries. 

I am always free, yet the die is always cast; there is 
no way out. But in the Critique we are offered, in the con- 
cluding movement of the argument at least, some hope of 
an all-embracing resolution. And this new outcome is me- 
diated bytheconceptof necessity, which now plays a new 
and dominant role in making the dialectic work. Let us 
see, again very schematically, how this comes about. 

The Critique, we noted, is an experiment. Starting 
from analytical reason, we are asking whether dialectical 
reason exists. The two givens we observe at the outset 
are: on the one hand, individual praxis, which here re- 
places the free act of the for-itself, and on the other hand, 
the fact of scarcity, the limited supply of goods on which 
and with which to perform our acts. The stage-set is dif- 
ferent: we have, not consciousness as for-itself and the 
target of its intentionality, the in-itself, but the “practical 
organism” and the material it needs — but can find only in 
scarce supply — for the fulfillment of its wants. We shall 
have to consider later how deep an innovation this 
change of concepts constitutes. Clearly, if only out of re- 
spect for Marxist truth as he conceives it, Sartre has to lo- 
cate the human condition more concretely in the material 
world than he had earlier seemed to do. And clearly he is 
here concerned with the generation of social structures, 
not of the individual’s destiny as such. But for our present 
purpose — of tracing the argument in terms of modal con- 
cepts — we can still (as we did above) take praxis and 
the practico-inert, the human agency and the anti-human 
inertia it has generated, as the analogues of the familiar 
contraries of Being and Nothingness. On the one hand, 
there was already in the earlier work an attempt to make 
the for-itself “material.” In other words, consciousness. 
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in the chapter on the body, was already seen as “all 
body,” although at the same time body was said to be “all 
consciousness.” So now, similarly, the practical organ- 
ism’s praxis is man as sovereign, the individual’s free act, 
but In the material world. And on the other side, scarcity, 
which generates the practico-inert, seems here to take 
the place of the individual contingency, the facticity, of 
Being and Nothingness. Scarcity, one could say, is the so- 
cial body: It is the contingent necessity, or the necessary 
contingency, on which and against which, the individual, 
cast among others, has to work. Sartre seems to recog- 
nize this analogue when he writes: 

The contingency of scarcity (that is, the fact that in- 
mediate relations of abundance between other practical 
organisms and other environments are not a priori incon- 
ceivable) is reinteriorized in the contingency of our reality 
as men {la contingence de notre reality d’homme).^^ 

Indeed, this is not so much an analogue as an identity. He 
continues: “A man is a practical organism living with a 
multiplicity of similar (organisms) in a field of scarcity.” '''' 
Scarcity is the contingency, the facticity of the given, 
identified in Being and Nothingness as the body, but now 
seen, across the fact of social multiplicity, as the contin- 
gent limitation of the materials on which the satisfaction 
of bodily needs depends. 

The starting place of the experiment, then, is, 
though in a social and more explicitly material setting, 
still possibility (free action) versus contingency (limited 
givenness, facticity). We see the human generate the 
anti-human — cutting down trees makes drought. Further 
we see the multiplicity of human agencies generating — in 
relation to worked matter — human inhumanities, the pas- 
sive collectivities of series or class. Being a worker, being 



208 SARTRE. 


a member of the idle rich: these are external impositions, 
as passive in relation to my action as a lack of water. But 
this, Sartre tells us, is an anti-dialectic. What is needed for 
dialectical reason is not just this to-and-fro. What is 
needed to generate a proper dialectic is a movement of 
totalization, but, further, a totalization seen as the move- 
ment of necessity. 

That the concept of necessity plays a crucial role in 
the discovery, and vindication, of dialectical reason is 
clear from a brief but pivotal section in Sartre’s argument. 

He has first considered individual praxis, in relation to 
need, as totalization: my environment becomes a total 
field in relation to the needs I exteriorize in it (Book I, A). 
Next he has shown how it is that human relations arise as 
mediation between various segments of matter (Book I, 

B); in other words, it is matter, related to their respective 
needs, that mediates between individuals and so gener- 
ates their social relations. (Consider, for instance, the 
postal system, or the “delivery” of health services.) Now 
(Book I, C), we have to derive from our view of matter as 
“totalized totality” a first constatation of the necessity of 
the movement we are considering. This section of the ar- 
gument has four parts. First (C, 1), Sartre studies “scar- 
city and the method of production” 12 then (C, 2) “worked 
matter as alienated objectification of individual and col- 
lective ‘Praxis,’ ” and in particular the phenomenon of 
interest. Then, before he comes to the description of 
“social being as matter” (C, 4) — that is as the expression 
of the practico-inert — “and particularly the being of 
class” and, further, to (Book I, D) the study of “The Col- 
lectives,” that is, of serialities in general, the passive 
externalities generated as constraining aggregates by 
human activity itself, he injects (C, 3) the concept of ne- 
cessity “as a new structure of the dialectical experiment.” 
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What does this mean? We have discovered the di- 
alectic, or the anti-dialectic, generated by the “behavior” 
of worked matter over against the needy individual. This 
totalizing relation is “intelligible,” i^that is, it is transpar- 
ent: like the cogito. My action simply is a totalizing move- 
ment, by which I constitute my environment as a whole- 
for-my-action; in terms of Being and Nothingness, I make 
my world a world. This is a clear self-referring act and 
therefore, Sartre points out, indubitable. But the indubita- 
bility of self-evidence is not “necessity” in the sense in 
which dialectic demands it. Dialectical necessity must 
be, not intelligible with the pure translucent self-identity 
of an immediate intuition, but in movement: it must be the 
external interiorized and made necessary by means of 
such interiorization. But this does not mean that necessity 
is compulsion simply from without. It is compulsion made 
mine and felt as such. It is the internal necessity of exter- 
nal action. Sartre’s argument is carried here by the ambi- 
guity of the French “exper/ence”; the dialectical experi- 
ment becomes dialectical experience, or both in one. 
What we have so far seen, via analytical reason, in the 
anti-dialectic of man and matter is now made dialectical 
by the experience of man himself, who discovers within 
himself the necessity of his action out there. And it is this 
experience of necessity that confirms the hypothesis of 
the dialectical experiment. For the necessity so discov- 
ered is neither external constraint as such, nor the static 
“necessity” of the logically evident: it is destiny. When 
Oedipus takes into himself the need to have fulfilled the 
oracle, what had appeared as arbitrary compulsion be- 
comes his fate. It is that awareness of an overriding ne- 
cessity, which is nevertheless my own, an awareness 
which must be learned — and learned through suffering 
— that confirms the existence of dialectical reason and at 
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the same time makes the dialectic real. It both confirms 
the experiment and embodies it in a real development. 

Dialectical necessity, then, is destiny. Or, con- 
versely, as Sartre puts it, necessity is the destiny of free- 
dom in exteriority.'''^ It is the necessity that I act out there. 
Note that this is not, as in Being and Nothingness, the ne- 
cessity of my contingency — to recognize that is to recog- 
nize ineluctable constraint, the inevitable contrary of 
freedom, unalterably opposed to freedom itself. Nor is it, 
again, the self-containment of the indubitable: that would 
be logical truth, self-evident because self-referring, but 
incapable of development. No, dialectical necessity is 
neither the stubborn resistance to freedom by the contin- 
gent and unintelligible, nor is it the quiescent self-evi- 
dence of the intellectually indubitable. Dialectical neces- 
sity is the necessity of freedom itself: it is freedom des- 
tined to act out there in the world, and understanding its 
own nature as destined so to do. 

The perspective of Being and Nothingness is differ- 
ent. There it is the factual that is necessary, and that is the 
total other of freedom. If I am my red face at the keyhole, it 
remains absurd that this should be so. Moreover, that it is 
the factual, or the contingent, that is necessary is itself 
absurd; for the “contingent” is precisely the non-neces- 
sary; in revealing itself as necessary it contradicts itself. 
On the other hand there is in a sense a necessity of free- 
dom, but again a self-contradictory necessity. I have to be 
free: indeed, I am “condemned” to be so. But the con- 
demned prisoner is precisely the person without a des- 
tiny: society has misjudged him, robbed him of the destiny 
a free agent ought to have. Thus freedom as what we are 
condemned to is the contradiction of freedom. Being and 
Nothingness presents us, therefore, with a double contra- 
diction: the non-necessary — that is, the contingent — is 
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what is necessary; the free, which should not be neces- 
sary either, is compelled, and so unfree, a necessity im- 
posed from without. 

But now, in the Critique, necessity appears neither 
as constraint nor condemnation: it is the successful inter- 
iorization of the external action that embodies freedom. 
Man really does act freely out there in the world and rec- 
ognizes as his destiny that this should be so. It almost 
seems that role playing has become authentic, that the 
waiter can serve us with a waiter-like flourish without 
thereby falling into bad faith. Perhaps he really /s a waiter, 
and freely so. 

This issue of Sartre’s argument will become clear in 
Book Two, where “freedom as necessity” and “necessity 
as freedom” will emerge as the vehicles of the group-in- 
formation, that triumphant we-subject, evanescent but 
glorious, in which each must act freely with each other, so 
that out of this mutality they do for once act as one. What 
makes them do so? Again, the dialectic of modalities in- 
structs us. The impossibility of the impossibility of free- 
dom: that is the common need from which their common 
action flows. The populace is starving, it is impossible for 
each to live — that is, as practical organisms, to act. But 
each is a human agent, for whom such an impossibility is 
impossible; therefore, each uniting the others as their me- 
diating third, they together storm the fortress that repre- 
sents their oppressors, the agents of that impossible im- 
possibility. They take the Bastille. For the Faubourg St. 
Antoine, indeed for the French nation, that was destiny. 

But of course this is Sartre, and the solution is not 
quite that simple. The Bastille gave way to the Terror, the 
Directory — the practico-inert took over again. Still the 
new place given to necessity in the Critique, to necessity 
as belonging to freedom, not as denying it: this is cer- 
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tainly a crucial step on the path to Sartre’s new synthesis, 
if such it be. For only if freedom is vindicated as truly nec- 
essary will the totalizing process of history prove histori- 
cal: a pattern of human action in the world, not just of 
human suffering or of the fall into inertia and absurdity. 

Intelligibility 

Totalization and necessity are two of the concepts 
which function in the Critique to give Sartre’s method new 
scope. But a third is needed to effect the synthesis he ap- 
pears to have in view. He introduces “necessity,” we have 
just noticed, as the supplement to the “intelligibility” of 
the anti-dialectic that was his first experimental discov- 
ery; but this intelligibility seems to be a first and abstract 
surrogate for the dialectical intelligibility which crowns 
the whole. Indeed, each necessary step in the dialectic 
demands its matching intelligibility. Necessity as destiny 
may be obscure to those it overwhelms. It must become 
intelligible, at each stage of the dialectic, to the agent 
himself. The “become” of that statement, of course, is 
“abstract”: we have not yet reached history. But with the 
conceptual movement of dialectic it must be shown that 
each phase of social development ultimately has its own 
mode of being, notonly in the praxe/s of individuals, but in 
their consciousness. Each member of the crowd storming 
the Bastille not only adds to the number. He acts as one of 
the crowd and thus as other to all the others. He is mediat- 
ing third to every other pair; if there are a hundred, it is he 
who, as the hundredth, makes it so, and so does every 
other. The group-in-formation comes to be, therefore, not 
only from the impossibility of the impossibility posed by 
the enemy or the oppressor; it comes to be from the joint 
action of agents who express the impossibility of that im- 
possible, not only in their movement as crowd-storming- 
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the-Bastille, but in their intent — in their mutual, interlock- 
ing awareness that they are a group-in-the-making. As 
such, indeed, Sartre declares, they may even be called a 
“We-Subject,” ■'® an example of that social reality whose 
existence in Being and Nothingness he had emphatically 
denied. The second dialectical development Sartre 
traces, the oath, again clearly binds the members of the 
emergent group in solemn awareness of its meaning. Per- 
formative utterances entail knowing what one is saying 
and therefore knowing what one is doing, as well as, by 
saying, doing it. 

But what of the group once stabilized, the institu- 
tional group, with its impulsion back to seriality and the 
practico-inert? The industrial worker is alienated by defi- 
nition from himself and his work; how can his action and 
his consciousness be identified? The answer is compli- 
cated. On the one hand, Sartre discovers, in an analysis of 
rights and duties, an intelligibility of social function, and 
even, for organization as such, an intelligibility of struc- 
ture (a la Claude Levi-Strauss).''® In such rituals as bap- 
tisms, for example, members of an organized group per- 
form a “second oath” which marks their acknowledg- 
ment of “the necessity of freedom.” 2® Now this neces- 
sity, Sartre tells us, is the inverse of the practico-inert. 

The practico-inert was characterized as passive activity: 
the consequences of our acts take off and run away 
with us, despite ourselves. But organization, as “ex- 
teriority structuring interiority,” has precisely the charac- 
ter of active passivity. This category characterizes, in 
fact, the performance of social functions 2^ as well as the 
ritual occasions of the passage just quoted. Thus it seems 
that in general through my commitment to a social struc- 
ture and through my institutionalized action in it, I give 
myself to it. I seem to acknowledge its goals as my norms. 
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to accept it — that is, to accept the praxis of its members 
— as the ubiquitous medium of my existence. 

This appears indeed to be an astonishing transfor- 
mation of the Sartre of Being and Nothingness. There, ac- 
tivity was activity, passivity passivity, and that was it. 

What metamorphosis has the dialectic wrought? It has 
been suggested by one of Sartre’s commentators that his 
earlier dialectic advisedly dealt with the single for-itself 
only, and that he is here filling in the social framework 
whose existence — and whose power — he would all 
along have acknowledged. In other words, he might be 
read as using, like Kant, a method of “isolation,” in which 
strands of a synthetic whole are sorted out for reflection, 
but no claim is ever made that they exist apart from that 
synthetic unity.22 But this explanation really will not do. 
The author of Being and Nothingness clearly believed 
that all social role playing is in effect bad faith, that there 
is no We-subject, that the act, to be free, must be totally 
active. The very idea of active passivity is, in Sartre’s ear- 
lier terms, inconceivable. The notion that a human being 
can ever freely and without self-deception give himself to 
anything but his own freedom is for him truly a discovery. 
Had this not been so, indeed, the road to this point in the 
Critique would not have been as long and devious as it 
has been. For some one who had all along acknowledged 
the social being of man, the rootedness of freedom in so- 
ciety, there would have been no need to invoke the im- 
mense apparatus of these five-hundred pages to demon- 
strate its possibility. 

Besides, the victory of a socialized freedom is far 
from complete. For one thing the “second oath” of ritual- 
ized commitment belongs, it appears, to the “constituted 
dialectic” only, to the institutionalized dialectic which is 
always ready to degenerate once more into the practice- 
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inert. This dialectic must be held subordinate to the “full 
intelligibility of the constituting dialectic’’ 23 — that is, to 
the generation of the truly “common individual’’ in the 
group-in-formation and then in the original oath. Apart 
from these unique situations, then, we are almost back 
with the old alternatives — the impossible wholly free act 
or else the fall into bad faith. Thus norms, for example, re- 
sult from an “ossification” of the group, such that the 
agent “loses” 24 his comprehension of his own action and 
that of others. Only the resultant gap between act and un- 
derstanding gives them their “normative” character. So 
the individual’s concrete self-giving slips after all into the 
abstract recognition of an external apparatus; he is alien- 
ated and betrayed. 

Yet the change is there; active passivity, as charac- 
teristic at least of the constituted dialectic, is a phase of 
dialectical reason, abstractly considered. It has even its 
concrete reality i n the exercise of social function or on the 
occasion of the “second oath.” Moreover, the intelligibil- 
ity of each stage of the dialectic — the emergent group, its 
solidification in the oath, and even, to a degree, the exer- 
cise of a function in the organized group, or the re-enact- 
ment of its birth in social ritual — marks a “synthesis” im- 
possible in terms of Being and Nothingness: a synthesis 
of being and knowing. Indeed, to mark this synthesis at 
each appropriate stage along the way is, it appears, the 
chief function of the concept of intelligibility in the discov- 
ery and development of dialectical reason. 

At key places in the argument of Being and Nothing- 
ness, on the other hand — as we saw in tracing its course 
— “knowing” and “being” or “knowing” and “living” are 
sharply and irreconcilably contrasted. The pre-reflective 
cogito is the for-itself as lived, but only on the detached 
intellectual level of reflection can there be knowing, which 
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is neither lived nor of the living: it is instantaneous intui- 
tion of its purely external object, the in-itself. (Even when 
we “know” ourselves it is our quasi-objective “selves,” 
our “characters,” that we know, not the non-thetic “con- 
science (de) soi” that underlies such, and all, knowing as 
its real being.) In Sartre’s view of emotion (“passion”), 
moreover, the affects are the irrational alternative to rea- 
sons, the hidden under side of action. Even though, as 
Cartesian wills, we do in a sense choose passion, choose 
to find the grapes sour, or the enemy unconquerable, we 
do so unknowingly, excusing our own failure by the resort 
to magic. To understand our own self-surrender, and yet 
by that very act of understanding to give ourselves freely 
— that is, for Sartrean man, a radical innovation. It 
springs, if you like, from an intensification of the rational- 
ism and the idealism already present in the earlier work. 
There, however, these motifs were kept in check by the 
radical dualism of Sartre’s starting point. Despite the dia- 
lectical structure of its argument, the reason of Being and 
Nothingness remained analytical: knowledge was pure 
inspection, the static contemplation of the self-evident, 
being was its Other, the object of intuition, never at one 
with it. Only the demonstration (by analytical reason!) that 
dialectical reason exists can give us the perspective from 
which this duality can be seen as one. Only if we see that 
human reality does in some typical circumstances 
necessarily — yet freely — act in the service of something 
more than the act itself, can we bring together conscious- 
ness and its object into a viable whole. That “something 
more,” of course, must be human — that is, social. There is 
neither Deity nor substance on which we could rely for its 
source. The world is still human. But neither is it, despite 
the Hegelianism of Sartre’s method, Hegelian “objective 
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mind” or “world mind” that provides the new synthesis. 
There is no hyper-organism; it is always individual praxis 
to which we return — but individual praxis intelligible, in 
the appropriate context, in its bearing on, and meaning 
for, a social whole. Now even the material — the social 
matter of the practico-inert — comes to mean something 
to the individual; and in that awareness knowing and 
being can be reconciled. 

His Critique, Sartre says, is meant to introduce an 
existentialist foundation into Marxist philosophy. The re- 
iterated return to intelligibility shows us what he means by 
this — for it is, as we have seen, the intelligibilityof hisown 
action to the individual agent that he has in mind. The di- 
alectic, however totalizing, will develop only in and 
through the individual “practical organisms” who, apart 
from “matter,” are all there really is. So we read the indi- 
vidual existent into the social, and eventually historical, 
dialectic of the whole. That is how, on Sartre’s own ac- 
count, his message should be read. Yet on the whole — 
and in view, too, of his own confession — we may also, and 
better, read the story the other way around. Sartrean exis- 
tentialism was a brilliant exegesis of the failure of human- 
ity; only the Marxist dialectic of history, as Sartre con- 
ceives of it, can rescue us from that “tragic finale.” 

Not existentialism supplementing Marxism is the heart of 
the story, but Marxism giving a social-historical frame 
that makes possible a more fruitful issue than Sartre’s ex- 
istentialism in its own terms could have allowed. The old 
ingredients are still there, but they have been literally 
translated, and in their translated form and place, there 
may be some hope, sometimes, of escape from what had 
been previously ineluctable catastrophe. 



218 SARTRE. 


History: Sartre and Kierkegaard 

It is “the place of history” that Sartre has been seek- 
ing in Volume One of the Critique. All praxis, he has ar- 
gued, is totalizing, at least in relation to the “passive ac- 
tivity” of the practico-inert which it initiates. To become 
the locus of history, however, such totalization must in 
addition prove both necessary (in thesenseof “destined”) 
and intelligibie (in the sense that the agent’s action is as- 
simiiated to his own awareness of that destiny.) These are 
the conditions for history which dialectical reason both 
institutes and discovers. But this conception of history 
stands in sharp contrast to another dialectical view, that 
of Soren Kierkegaard as presented in the “Interlude” of 
the Philosophicai Bits.^^ Before we leave our reflec- 
tions on Sartre’s dialectic, therefore, we may put it into 
perspective by comparing it briefly with Kierkegaard’s 
argument in the “Interlude.” 

On two points, to besure, they agree. Bothfollowthe 
Hegeiian method, yet deny Hegelian “absolute mind” in 
favor of the concrete human individual. And, of course, 
both make heavy use of modal concepts in their reason- 
ing. But to how different a purpose! For one thing, “totali- 
zation” is not a Kierkegaardian concept at all. Starting, 
iike Sartre, with individual existence, he needs to arrive, 
not at social reality (which does not concern him), but at 
the confrontation of the finite individual with the Infinite 
Being who made him — in this case at the still more vexing 
paradox of the historical Christ, that is, of God in history. 
So his whoie dialectic is one of individuais, finite and infi- 
nite, temporal and eternal. The other two Sartrean con- 
cepts we have been looking at, however, are dealt with in 
the “interlude,” the first explicitly, the second by implica- 
tion. For his two major questions are these: is the past 
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necessary? (and, as a corollary of this, what is the histori- 
cal?), and what is the sense of the past? (how can we 
“know” history?). The first exactly parallels Sartre’s spec- 
ulations on necessity, and the second certainly bears on 
the problem of the intelligibility of human action seen in 
a historical context. 

For Sartre, action, to be matter for history, must be, 
not only indubitable or factually undeniable, but neces- 
sary. For Kierkegaard, the historical can never be neces- 
sary. T rue, what has happened has happened, one cannot 
deny it; but — and Sartre would agree — that is not a suffi- 
cient condition for necessity. But here the ways part. 
Sartre seeks the ground for a historical dialectic, and this 
means to him that there must be an inner necessity to the 
structure and the consequences of human action — other- 
wise there would be only a fragmented, meaningless 
aggregation of mere facts, and no dialectic at all. To 
Kierkegaard, however, such reasoning would simply re- 
peat the Hegelian error of confusing essence and exis- 
tence, the abstract and the concrete. There may be, in 
the “System,” some “ideal movement” of concepts, which 
is necessary. But this has simply nothing at all to do 
with what really comes about in the real world. Neces- 
sity was alleged to be the union of possibility with ac- 
tuality. Nonsense! Necessity is, if you like, the actuality 
of the possible qua possible; it is Leibniz’s possible 
worlds, the world of pure logic and mathematics, whose 
only being is that it doesn’t contradict itself. But once 
something comes into being — instead of something else 
— it could have been otherwise. That is actuality, pre- 
cisely the non-necessary. And in this respect, Kierkegaard 
insists, the future and the past are perfectly symmetrical. 
The one happened as it happened, that cannot be denied. 
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and the other has not yet happened; but neither is neces- 
sary. That is why it is correct to describe the historian 
as a backwards prophet. 

What, then, is the historical, the subject matter of 
history? Here Kierkegaard follows Hegel in distinguish- 
ing the merely spatial dialectic of nature from the truly 
temporal dialectic of history. Natural events simply hap- 
pen, over and over, and proliferate spatially. But human 
events introduce true novelty: they create a second di- 
alectic within time. And within that re-creation there is al- 
ways the marvel that it happened this way and not other- 
wise. This is never necessity; it is the marvel of the 
coming-to-be of what might not have been. For Kierke- 
gaard, in other words, the locus of history is time, not 
clock time, indeed, but time as the mysteriously experi- 
enced medium of the individual’s life. Now Sartre, too, fol- 
lows Hegel in dividing nature from history. He stoutly 
combats Engels’ view that nature is dialectical, only 
human action is so. But for him time is, so to speak, a late 
comer. In Being and Nothingness “temporalization” was 
flight, the fall from the perspicuous instant of actfon into 
bad faith. In the Critique he is indeed seeking to vindicate 
the “temporalization” of action as the work of dialectical 
reason. The action of the group in fusion has its temporal 
reality (July 14, 1789) and its temporal consequences 
(ever since). Were that not so, history could not result. Yet 
these events can be seen as historical, Sartre still insists, 
only if the total flow of temporal development is assimi- 
lated to an inner pattern of necessity — and so “aufge- 
hoben,” sublimated and wiped out in its sheer temporal 
contingency. But that is, from Kierkegaard’s point of view 
— and indeed, I believe, truly — precisely to deny the his- 
torical. Human existence is temporalization, first, last, 
and foremost. Time, existential time, the time of becom- 
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ing, is its proper medium: the medium in which our acts 
succeed or fail, prove right or wrong. The United States 
went into Vietnam not because of the necessary develop- 
ment of capitalist imperialism, but because it had made 
a series of stupid, immoral, and, indeed, horrible mis- 
takes. 

How, secondly, can we “know” history? Kierke- 
gaard seems to agree with Sartre in insisting that knowl- 
edge, which must be certain, must therefore be immedi- 
ate. It is presence-to, whether to intellect or to sense. 

But obviously the past is never present. Moreover, even 
the contemporary who “sees” the event happening, 
only sees it as there — he cannot see it coming to be. 
There is always, in the sense for what comes to be, a 
wrenching loose from sheer presence, and thus from the 
indubitability of knowledge. Indeed, the past carries with 
it, when we seek to grasp it, its own uncertainty. To face it 
is not, and cannot be, to know it, but to face the question: 
was it, how was it, why was it so and not otherwise, and so 
to face the alternative: doubt or belief. Time and exis- 
tence are the place of faith or skepticism, eternity and 
essence alone are the media for knowledge. Thus from a 
Kierkegaardian point of view the search for “intelligi- 
bility” as the unity of knowing and being, the search for 
the kind of human action that knows what it is and why it 
is there where it is: that search results from a category 
mistake. There may be historical faith; strictly speaking, 
there can be no historical knowledge — whether in the 
self-knowledge of the agent or the hindsight of the histo- 
rian. 

Can we apply this Kierkegaardian criticism also to 
Sartre’s view of history? Yes and no. If knowledge must be 
certain, if to know is to know that one knows, then history 
is beyond its range. If belief and knowledge are totally 



different human attitudes, then history belongs to the 
former, not the latter. Kierkegaard of course stresses the 
dichotomy because it is faith in the supernaturai — in the 
historical foundation of Christianity — that he is after. But 
if, as I believe it is, ail knowledge is belief — “justified true 
belief,” in the modern phrase, but still belief — then his- 
torical belief should not be singled out as different in kind 
from the beliefs induced in other contexts, whether by our 
intellects or our senses. And in that case there is no abso- 
lutely special problem about the “intelligibility” of histori- 
cal actions. We act within a human world, as well as on 
objects mediated by human actions. Sometimes we know 
what we are doing; sometimes we are swept along by cur- 
rents we fail to understand; sometimes we think we know 
what we are doing and are mistaken. In science we act, in 
a more limited way, by putting to nature questions to 
which we may or may not get significant answers. Some- 
times ourquestions are the wrong onesto ask; sometimes 
we misinterpret the answers. Yet sometimes we do pretty 
well. Since in history men are both agents, objects of in- 
quiry, and questioners about those objects, the situation 
is more complicated. But it is not essentially different. We 
are trying to make sense of something in the world around 
us: sometimes we fail or partly fail: sometimes we suc- 
ceed or partly succeed; we can never be sure. Still, we 
needn’t stop trying. For Sartre, however, such a modest 
and compromising aim would never do (indeed, it smacks 
of liberalism!). On the contrary, his extreme rationalism, 
his demand for Cartesian clarity combined with Hegelian 
scope, forces him into the difficult cou rse of the search for 
a Dialectical Reason which shall have a Total Intelligibil- 
ity of the whole panorama of historical action as its out- 
come. 




the practical organism 


Sartre’s move from a 
phenomenological dialectic of the 
individual consciousness to a critical 
dialectic of society demanded substantive 
as well as methodological innovations. I want to 
examine these innovations, or apparent innovations, 
in th ree areas, all of which were neglected if not altogether 



overlooked in Being and Nothingness. First, there is the 
problem of the biological nature of man, the relation of 
consciousness to the living organism that “has” con- 
sciousness. Secondly, there is the theme of individual de- 
velopment: the treatment of childhood — a theme that 
Sartre broods over in incredible detail in his recent work 
on Flaubert, but hinted at also in the Critique. Finally, 
there are concepts introduced by Sartre with the explicit 
purpose of explaining social reality, on the material side 
the concept of scarcity (which I have already dealt with 
to some extent in comparing Sartre’s earlier and later dia- 
lectic), and on the human side reciprocity, the symmetri- 
cal relation between man and man. Be it said again, how- 
ever, I am by no means trying here to expound all the 
major concepts of the Critique, nor even to look at those 
1 am concerned with in their precise articulation in the 
argument. But I want to ask in each case: is there a sub- 
stantive new development? Why or why not? 

In an interview published in The New Left Review 
(and in abbreviated form in The New York Review) Sartre 
distinguished three stages in his philosophical growth.’ 

In the early work — where Roquentin, Orestes, and, I 
would suggest, Mathieu, are the literary surrogates for his 
philosophical problem — it was the for-itself that was cen- 
tral. He was seeking an ontology of individual conscious- 
ness as pure activity in a purely passive world. With the 
turn to asocial (“Marxist”) perspective, he substituted for 
the for-itself the concept of the practicai organism. In the 
last decade, however, from the Critique to The idiot of the 
Famiiy, he has been concerned with yet a new dimension, 
ie vecu, the lived. This sequence suggests at first sight 
that Sartre has been moving away from his Cartesian 
point of origin — where pure consciousness is what con- 
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cerns him — to a more biologically rooted view of man. It 
suggests, indeed, a rapprochement with the thought of 
his friend and enemy Maurice Merleau-Ponty. For Mer- 
leau-Ponty the “lived body” is a central conception: a 
human person is an embodied being, inescapably psy- 
chophysical, inextricably natural and cultural, an orga- 
nism which achieves self-consciousness within the natural 
and human worlds, rather than a moment of conscious- 
ness rising up against the world as nihilation and as lack. 
Is this in fact the view toward which Sartre has been de- 
veloping? This and the concluding chapter should pro- 
vide us with an answer, at least from the perspective of the 
present, if not with a prognosis for the future. It will be, in 
effect, “Yes” and “No,” but, for the Critique at least, more 
“No” than “Yes.” 

That the “practical organism” has replaced the for- 
itseif as the central persona in the realm of dialectical 
reason already suggests a turn to a new emphasis on man 
as animal — a unique sort of animal, who makes himself 
by his praxis — but still an animal. This is a dimension of 
human existence, as we saw earlier, almost wholly miss- 
ing from the Sartrean man of the earlier period. If I am my 
red face as 1 bend over the keyhole, this “being” ex- 
presses the flat contradiction of inner and outer, not the 
ambiguity of an animal life which, while remaining animal, 
has yet achieved humanity. As for Spinoza, so for Sartre, 
body and consciousness, as the two parallel aspects of 
one existent, remain utterly disparate, even though they 
express, in their disparate ways, one single nature. In Spi- 
noza’s view, 1, as a finite mode, can approach the under- 
standing of God or Nature, and therefore indirectly of my- 
self, under the attribute of thought or of extension, but 
never both at once. So it is for the self-understanding of 
the for-itself in Being and Nothingness. Consciousness 



229 NEW CONCEPTS IN THE CRITIQUE. 


and body are still Cartesian contraries, deprived of sub- 
stantial status, but intelligible only as strict alternates to 
one another. True, “consciousness is wholly body, body 
wholly consciousness,” yet an entwinement, an entangle- 
ment, of the two is inconceivable — or conceivable only 
through confusion. 

Can an “organism” be understood at ail in these 
terms? 1 think not. An “organism” is not just a body, and 
certainly not just a consciousness. If it is an organism suf- 
ficientiy advanced on the evolutionary scale to be called 
“sentient,” it is both together, body and sentience, sen- 
tient body, or bodily sentience, both in one, and reverber- 
ating to one another. It is neither unequivocally, but in- 
alienably both together. Moreover, a human organism, a 
“practical organism,” capabie of action in and upon a 
world that is both human and material, both cultural and 
natural, such an organism is stili body-and-sentience, but 
abie also to take a stand within its natural-cultural setting 
and self-consciously to appraise, and even, within limits, 
to alter that environment. To express such a situation the 
paralleiism of Spinoza, or of Sartre in Being and Nothing- 
ness, is utterly inadequate. 

In the context of Being and Nothingness, of course, 
this may not matter, since Sartre expressiy excuses him- 
self there from any claim to found an “anthropoiogy.” Yet 
one may surely feel uneasy about a phenomenology, or an 
ontology, of human agency — and this the tale of the for- 
itself must be admitted to be — which leaves out of ac- 
count the biological, and for that matter also the social, 
foundation of human life. Now the Critique does claim to 
have founded an “anthropology” — that is, a general 
theory of man — and it claims to do so in terms of a gen- 
eral concept, “practical organism,” which seems to refer 
to our animal as well as to our social nature. Has Sartre, 
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in turning more explicitly to a social perspective, also 
given more weight to the biological basis of human action? 
Merleau-Ponty, in The Structure of Behavior, distinguished 
three types of order — “physical,” “vital,” and “mental” 

(or human) — in terms of which behavior must be inter- 
preted. Sartre, in the Critique, is working, as we have 
seen, between the physical or quasi-physical (the material 
and the practico-inert) and the human, or the social as the 
product of the human, notably the group in formation and 
the oath (“institutions” are indeed “social,” but not 
wholly human, since they tend to fall back into the quasi- 
physical sphere of the practico-inert). If he sees men as 
“organisms,” however, he appears at least to be giving 
recognition also to the mediating level of the living, as 
distinct from the sphere of physical inertia on the one 
hand or conscious praxis on the other. 

To ferret out the reality behind the appearance, 
however, is extremely difficult. As I have tried to indicate 
in the previous chapter, the general tenor of the argument 
in the Critique is clear; the overall movement, from the 
question put by analytical reason, through the genesis of 
the dialectic, to its hoped-for issue, is plain to see. When 
one searches the text, however, with the aim of discover- 
ing whether and to what extent Sartre is treating the prac- 
tical organism as an organism, one feels almost hope- 
lessly at sea. Sometimes he seems to do so; sometimes 
his “practical organism” is indeed made of flesh and 
blood. But sometimes, on the other hand, it seems to 
shrink back into the abstract moment-of-action of the for- 
itself. Once more, as Iris Murdoch puts it, “The agent, thin 
as a needle, appears in the quick flash of the choosing 
will.” 2 Let me try, if I can — though I am by no means san- 
guine of the issue — to sort out some of Sartre’s refer- 
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ences in the Critique to biology and to the biological na- 
ture of man, and see what conclusion we can reach. 

In the Critique, as we have seen earlier, Sartre 
substitutes the concept of need for the more abstract lack 
of Being and Nothingness. What is “lacked” or “lacking” 
can be thought of in terms of a relation to consciousness 
alone, whether to the intentionality of consciousness or to 
the non-thetic consciousness (of) self that accompanies 
it. Indeed, “lack,” “lacking,” “lacked” form a trio that 
Sartre plays with almost as if the game were one of pure 
logic. But “need” suggests a relation more directly 
rooted in the real world. Hunger, thirst, sexual appetite 
are drives of living human beings, felt in and through their 
bodies, and assuaged only by bodily satisfaction. And in 
some passages Sartre does indeed stress the bodily na- 
ture of need^ or the biological character of his “practical 
organism.” * 

Yet somehow the category of the biological hinted at 
from time to time is never wholly assimilated into the 
theory of social relations that the dialectic is to give us. 
This is clear from the first section of Book One, “On Indi- 
vidual ‘Praxis’ as Totalization,” where Sartre gives his 
basic exposition of “need” and faces the question of its 
relation to its biological foundation. It is true, he admits, 
that if we consider “the body as function, function as 
need, and need as praxis,” we obtain a first view of human 
work in which we see “the lived revelation of a goal to be 
reached as nothing but the restoration of the organism.” ® 
But this, he insists, is not a fundamental view. What mat- 
ters in the last analysis is human work — that is, the orga- 
nization by human agency of a field that lies outside the 
human agent himself. If I go hunting or,fishing, if I gather 
fruit, I thereby organize my environment in virtue of my 
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aims. It is in this sense that praxis totalizes. It not only ne- 
gates the in-itself (it is still man who introduces negativity 
into the world), but makes of it a whole. The river or the 
forest with its game, the orchard with its fruit, are made 
the organized unities they are by the human intent that 
seeks in and through them the satisfaction of its needs. 
True, Sartre admits later, praxis takes place “within the 
general milieu of animal life.” ® But that is a mere contin- 
gent fact which lies outside the dialectic and remains ob- 
stinately opaque. Even if biology should succeed in “solv- 
ing” the “problem” of the origin of life, he argues in the 
section now before us, this would be, like any scientific 
success, a purely analytical achievement, unassimilated 
and unassimilable by dialectical thought.^ Life, once 
given, must be understood dialectically, in terms of the 
oppositions of freedom and necessity (or need?), exter- 
nal and internal, organic (that is, organized, or, better, or- 
ganizing) and inorganic (that is, material and inertial). It is 
these fundamental contrarieties that will generate the 
whole series of interactions between praxis and the prac- 
tico-inert and will thus provide the totalizing view which 
alone, Sartre believes, can serve as framework for his- 
tory. Needy being that, by some unintelligible chance, I 
am, I act freely to satisfy my needs. In this way I interiorize 
the external world, and organize the inorganic. Some- 
times, indeed, Sartre talks as though he admitted degrees 
of organization, rather than simply the organic and its ab- 
sence. Thus, for example, need is understood, he says, in 
relation to “the unorganized or the less organized.” ® 

Thus also in one passage at least, in discussing the ques- 
tion of the permanence of the group, he remarks that so 
far we have found two kinds of permanence: that of the or- 
ganic and that of biological integration (although it is not 
clear just where he has noted these two as distinct varie- 
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ties).® For the most part, however, I think it is fair to say, 
“biological integration” is relegated to a purely back- 
ground status. Life in the sense of animal life, it has been 
emphatically decreed at the very start of the argument — 
and in the context of the exposition of “need,” the seem- 
ingly biological concept from which the whole movement 
of the dialectic will arise — life as animal life is merely the 
brute given which lies outside the reach of dialectical in- 
telligibility. As against that indigestible and irrational 
fact, it isprax/s as organized, and organizing, action, over 
against an “inorganic plurality” that isof primary interest. 

It is from the pair organic/inorganic, in the sense of 
organized / inertial, that the dialectic flows. Between ac- 
tion and inertia, organizing activity and the passive flow of 
the material, there is no mediating third. True, life cannot 
be understood mechanically. Given that it exists, we have 
to go dialectically about making intelligible what we can 
understand about It. What we can understand, however, is 
the interaction of human action as organizing principle 
and the inertial force of materiality, or of the quasi-mate- 
rial which action itself produces. As in Being and Noth- 
ingness, so here, the living as such is not a basic category 
of Sartrean thought. 

This interpretation is confirmed, not only by the sec- 
tion on need, but by two passages in which Sartre refers, 
in passing, to thetheory of evolution. Inthefirst, afootnote 
to the discussion of Engels’ “dialectic of nature” — whose 
“dogmatism” Sartre decidedly rejects — he remarks that 
biology in its present state is still “analytic and positivis- 
tic,” and will not be able to provide a proper theory of the 
origin of life unless it moves to a “totalizing” view, which 
would envisage biological facts “in their interiority.’”'® In 
this connection, he notes, it is strange that Marxists, al- 
legedly dialecticians of Nature, tax with idealism those 
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like Kurt Goldstein who try (“rightly or wrongly,” says 
Sartre) to see organized beings as wholes. For what this 
amounts to, he remarks, is precisely to demonstrate, or to 
attempt to demonstrate, “the dialectical irreducibility of 
that ‘state of matter,’ life, to that other state — inorganized 
matter — which has nevertheless produced it.”ii Sartre’s 
cautious reference to Goldstein is commendable: his po- 
sition is indeed obscure. But what is remarkable about 
this note, it seems to me, is that it indicates how very pe- 
ripheral to Sartre’s own thinking is the whole question of 
biological theory and the philosophical issues it raises. 
Engels must be dealt with at length; but the biological 
problem of the (ir)reducibility of the living is worth only a 
sidelong glance. But how can one seriously attempt to de- 
velop a theory of human action on the Sartrean scale 
while ignoring almost entirely its basis in animal behavior 
and the biological nature of man? And what is this “prac- 
tical organism” whose organismic character can be so 
blithely ignored? 

The other reference is at least as peripheral to 
Sartre’s argument, but revealing for his attitude to biol- 
ogy. In the section on interest (part of the section on 
“Worked matter as alienated objectification of individual 
and collective ‘Praxis’ ”) he refers to the Darwinian strug- 
gle for life as equivalent to the so-called law of interest. 
Now he is clearly equating Darwinian theory here with so- 
cial Darwinism, and hence with the utilitarian theory 
which, he argues, makes “human relations a priori antag- 
onistic.” He finds it strange, moreover, that even some 
Marxists should hesitate “between the law of interest and 
the Marxist conception of history, that is, between a sort 
of biolog icai materialism and historical materialism.” 12 
Two points may be made about this very incidental refer- 
ence. First, the equation of “Darwinian” with “utilitarian,” 
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etc., betrays an almost total want of interest in biological 
theory as such. And secondly, from the reference to the 
Marxists in question it is clear that Sartre’s own material- 
ist, and allegedly Marxist, theory of society is “historical” 
as against a “biological” view. Again, one wonders what a 
“practical organism” can be whose "praxis” can gener- 
ate history in abstraction from its biological development. 

Is it, not in fact a new persona of Sartrean philosophy, 
but the for-itself rechristened? 

Indeed, Sartre reaffirms in the Critique his earlier 
thesis: there is no human nature.''^ And in a sense, of 
course, he is right. Normal infants of our species are 
born, not human, but potentially so. To become a person 
is an achievement of a human organism, not a fact given 
from birth as such. And that achievement can be accom- 
plished only through the infant’s participation in a human 
social world. A person develops through learning to ex- 
press his culture, the culture of his family, his neighbor- 
hood, his language, ultimately the subcultures of the in- 
terests he develops and that make him the person he is. 

As Sartre puts it in his reflections on Flaubert, it is through 
the human that the baby becomes human. There is no 
simply given nature that he has, by genetic endowment 
alone, and which his history cannot shape in one direc- 
tion or another. But on the other hand the development 
of a human being is not a springing into existence of a 
pure consciousness. A developed human being becomes 
so only through participation in a human world, in a net- 
work of human worlds, but in so developing he embodies 
that world or those worlds. And by that process, con- 
versely, he personalizes nature. Thus a human person, 
one can say, is at one and the same time an embodiment 
of culture and a personalization of nature. True, there is 
no new “essence,” no new stuff, added to the human 
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neonate over and above, say, his simian cousins, that 
automatically makes him human. He has, for himself and 
uniquely, to make himself. But, on the one hand, as Adolf 
Portmann has demonstrated, his very biological nature 
prepares him for this self-making. ’s in his first year, in 
which he learns to speak, to stand upright and to perform 
responsible actions — that is, in what Portmann calls the 
year of the social uterus — the child takes into himself, into 
his very bodily being, the world offered him by maternal 
affection (or, if Sartre is right, in Flaubert’s case, by the 
lack of it). Man is not without a nature; rather, as Helmuth 
Plessner puts it, he is naturally artificial: it is his nature to 
need culture, to need the sedimentation into a human 
world of the actions of those who have preceded him.''® It 
is this need, the need for human meaning, built into our 
very ontogeny, which unites, in every human history, the 
organic with the social, the artificial with the biologically 
given. 

For Sartre, however, the relation between these 
three — need, nature, and culture — is very different. He 
introduces biological needs, with the contingent fact of 
the scarcity of goods for their fulfillment, as the starting 
point of his dialectic. But this is simply animal need, not 
the need for meaning, which is uniquely human, and as we 
have seen it serves as the unintelligible base on which 
and beyond which the dialectic will take place. That di- 
alectic, however, results solely from the interaction of 
action with inert matter. “Man,” Sartre says, “is that 
material reality by which matter receives its human 
functions.” Action comes first; through the inertial 
consequences of action, the “passive activity” of the 
practico-inert, alienation follows. But it is man “who has 
put into the thing his own action, his own knowledge.” 
This is no dualism, Sartre insists, but a monism, a monism 
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not indeed of substantive matter, but of “materiality.” 
Matter as such, he holds, could exist, only for “God or a 
pebble.” ^owhat we have instead is “worked matter,” 
matter viewed, and handled, through the medium of 
human action. Thus “. . . worked matter, with the contra- 
dictions it contains, becomes for and by men the funda- 
mental engine of History.” But this is still, I submit, the 
sharply dualistic “monism” of Being and Nothingness: 
first action, the for-itself (now praxis) springing up as the 
Other of the In-ltself, and then the In-ltself as its Other, as 
what by its very upsurge it nihilates; but yet, the other way 
around, the In-ltself (now the inertial) as the whole locus, 
the factual reality, in which and against which the For- 
itself tries to assert itself. Bereft of substantiality, these 
are still the Cartesian realities of the pure interior and the 
pure exterior, the cogitans and the extensa, only no res. 
The embodied human being in whom the dialectic is to 
operate is represented only as the contingent fact of need 
and scarcity, or in the reference to the “general milieu of 
animal life.” Everything is material or everything is 
human — or (contra Descartes) both at once: hence the di- 
alectic. But between these two there is still no place for 
life. 

Granted, there are numerous passages in which 
Sartre does stress the biological reality of the human or- 
ganism. 22 Indeed, in general, he seems to be playing on 
an ambiguity in the concept of organization itself. “Orga- 
nization” may be understood as the ordering principle of 
any material aggregate, or for that matter of any collec- 
tion of actions. Thus a corporation, a club, a school, is 
characterized by the way it is organized. But “organiza- 
tion” may also be used to characterize the structure — 
and the functioning — of certain natural wholes. It is the 
latter meaning which seems to be entailed in the concept 
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of an organism, and sometimes Sartre acknowledges the 
existence of his “practical organism” in this sense. But 
more fundamental, for him, it seems to me, is the concep- 
tion of the “practical organism” as the center of organiza- 
tion of action. As material, Sartre argues, we are infected 
with inertia, but as agents we also “lend to matter our 
power of transcendence toward organized action.” 23 It is 
this power of organizing that Sartre is often — and 
misleadingly — referring to, I believe, when he contrasts 
the “organic” with the “inorganic,” or with an “inorganic 
plurality.” Thus he compares praxis, not with any animal 
behavior, but with a seal which imposes its figure on a re- 
ceptive wax.^'* Pure agency shaping the purely passive, 
the revenge of passivity on agency through the practico- 
inert: that is his basic model. So for example the whole 
range of “collectives,” the merely serial togetherness of 
human individuals, is described as “inorganic” in con- 
trast to the organic unity of the individual agent, who 
really acts. 

But there is a further complication here. As we no- 
ticed in the preceding chapter, one of the recurrent 
themes in Sartre’s argument is a firm opposition to “or- 
ganicism” as a theory of society. There is no such thing as 
a “hyper-organism” generated by the formation of social 
structures.25 Social “organizations” are the creatures of 
constituted dialectic only,^® the constituting dialectic 
stems from the praxeis of individuals alone. Only individ- 
uals can produce, by their mediating but individual ac- 
tions, a group in fusion, only individuals can swear a sol- 
emn oath to be true to the group so formed. And 
constituted dialectic, as we have already seen, must be 
produced, and understood, under the guidance of the 
constituting, active, and fundamental phase. So, after all, 
Sartre has to insist, all praxis is founded on “man as bio- 
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logical unity.” 27 “Organizations” are after all the product 
of “organisms” in the ordinary biological meaning of the 
term. Only this dictum can save Sartre’s dialectic from a 
full Hegelian or idealist issue in some supersociety or su- 
perstate. The “intelligibility” of the dialectic also, we 
have already noted, consists, not in the self-containment 
of “objective” or “absolute” mind, but in the perspicuity 
to the individual, active consciousness, of the social, and 
ultimately historical, context of his act. But the individual 
agent, in this situation here and now, is the embodied 
human being, and no one else. Sartre has to fall back on 
the individual life as the locus of history. If there is history, 
it is individual human beings, “biological unities,” who 
make it. Is not the biological then after all a fundamental 
category for his view of social action? 

Not quite — perhaps even not at all. In his introduc- 
tory argument (“Introduction B: Critique of Critical Ex- 
perience”), Sartre stresses life as the object of his in- 
vestigation, but this is “life” in the biographical, not 
the biological, sense. Referring back to “Questions of 
Method,” he writes: “the epistemologicai starting point 
must always beconsciousness as apodeictic certainty (of) 
itself and as consciousness of such and such an object” 28 
— still the position of Being and Nothingness. And he 
continues; 

But it IS not a matter of questioning consciousness about 
itself: the object it must give itself is precisely life, that 
is, the objective being of the investigator, in the world of 
Others, in so far as this being has been totalizing itself 
since birth and will totalize itself till death.^s 


The question is still: how can the cogito, non-thetic or 
thetic, pre-reflective or reflective, with its instantaneous 
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upsurge out of nothing and as nothingness; how can this 
strange yet most familiar being grow? How can I, how can 
Sartre, how can any agent, totally free, imprint its project 
by its freedom on inert matter, and yet develop? How can 
totalization happen overtime? Sartre seems to glimpse, 
at the close of the Critique, a vision of history as univer- 
sally totalizing; yet the power of any one individual to “to- 
talize,” to shape his environment into a human life, re- 
mains a mystery. If anything is to be intelligible, Sartre 
seemsto hold, the largertotalization, thetotalization of a// 
history, must reverberate in the individual life, the totali- 
zation of each practical organism, “no matter who.” 

And conversely, the individual life must totalize the uni- 
verse: it must rise up into being as this unique expression 
of all history, of all humanity: for there is only each for- 
itself against the in-itself, as exteriority, as being as such 
and in totality. And all this must really happen, from birth 
to death, not in abstraction, but in the concrete reality of 
human hopes and frustrations, decisions and disappoint- 
ments. 

From the point of view of Being and Nothingness, all 
temporalization is flight. If that is so, there is no history, 
neither of individuals, nor of societies, let alone of human- 
ity as such. That is Sartre’s most fundamental problem, 
the problem with which, in The Idiot of the Family, he is 
still wrestling: how, out of the contradictory, and abstract, 
to-and-fro of for-itself/ in-itself, or action/inertia, can a 
life — any single human life — develop? In the Critique he 
hoped, it seems, that the social perspective of Marxism, 
hopefully materialist and hopefully totalizing, would en- 
able him to break out of his initial quandary and see the 
individual life as growing with the dialectical growth of a 
greater whole. The tortured reflections on Flaubert which 
have replaced, or at least anticipated. Volume Two of the 
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Critique, suggest that his hope was vain. It was so, I be- 
lieve, in part at least because of his failure to assimilate 
the living in the biological sense to his conception of life 
as individual history, because he sees man still primarily 
in terms of thought versus being, consciousness versus 
the merely inertial. Granted, history, whether individual or 
social, is not to be identified with organic growth. But 
human development is nevertheless an extrapolation of 
growth, a diversion of the natural into new channels, not 
its denial. Man has to make himself within a human world, 
not only, like other animals, within a biological environ- 
ment. But that development is the history of the human or- 
ganism becoming human. Temporality originates, not in 
the stream of consciousness, but in the life-span of the 
embodied individual, who is born, learns to walk and talk 
and love and hate, grows old, and dies. Engels or no Eng- 
els, if nature were not dialectical, neither would we be 
so. Real human development is rooted in the real biologi- 
cal development of members of this species on this 
planet. That there are living things, that there are these 
hominoid living things, is, to be sure, a contingent fact: it 
might not have happened, it might soon be no more. But it 
is not a mere, unintelligible contingency. It contains, in 
the hierarchically organized functions and structures of 
life as it has evolved, the frame for all intelligibility. 

Childhood 

The passage I have just been considering — as well 
as the whole tenor of “Questions of Method” — suggests, 
secondly, a concern with biography, with individual de- 
velopment, which was conspicuously absent from 
Sartre’s early philosophical work. Has he changed funda- 
mentally since then in his attitude to childhood? 

It is worth considering in this connection one of the 
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few explicit parallels Sartre himself draws between Being 
and Nothingness and the Critique. In a note at the conclu- 
sion of thesection on necessity, hefirst reminds usthat, in 
his present terms, and referring to the practico-inert, “the 
foundation of necessity is practical.” This means, he 
says, that “it is the for-itself, as agent, discovering itself 
first as inert, or, better, as practico-inert in the medium of 
the in-itself.” Indeed, the very structure of action as “or- 
ganization of the unorganized” first exhibits to the for- 
itself its own alienated being as in-itself: in other words, 
action generates the “circuit of selfness,” the flight from 
freedom to objectivity or pseudo-objectivity. Thus Sartre 
can easily put the basic theme of his earlier work in the 
new terms: “This inert materiality of man as foundation of 
all knowledge of oneself by oneself is nevertheless an 
alienation of knowledge at the same time that it is a knowl- 
edge of alienation.” ^2 

But what about the pre-reflective cogito? It is still 
there: “praxis ... is always consciousness (of) self,” yet 
that consciousness is impotent against “the practicai af- 
firmation that 1 am what I have done” — or “made.” As in 
Being and Nothingness, so here, the ambiguity of “fait” in 
this context is important, since it is by my action that I 
have made myseif, and by making myself that I act on and 
in the world. What is crucial here, however, is the recogni- 
tion that this / which I am as what I have done-or-made 
always escapes me, and does so “by constituting me 
immediateiy as another.” It was this relation, Sartre 
continues, that made it possible to understand “why man 
projects himseif in the medium of the In-ltself-For-ltself.” 
But the fundamental alienation flowing from such self- 
projection does not come, he insists, “as Being and Noth- 
ingness might mistakenly lead one to believe, from a 
prenatal choice: it comes from the universal relation of in- 
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teriority which unites man as practical organism to his 
environment.” 

Has Sartre changed his view in this respect? Aron 
seems to think that he has done so.^s That is, he seems to 
take Sartre as confessing here an error of his earlier posi- 
tion. Previously he had thought of a “pre-natal choice.” I 
make myself, yet wherever I stand, the die is already cast. 
Now he gives more weight to environment and its “inte- 
riorization” by the individual — presumably, as in the 
case of Genet or Flaubert or the young Jean-Paul him- 
self, the developing individual at some crucial moment 
in his childhood. Yet basically, it seems to me, the 
paradox of the Sartrean free act remains the premise for 
both arguments. On the one hand. Being and Nothingness 
did not literally predicate of the for-itself a “pre-natal 
choice”; only one might mistakenly have thought that it 
did. And on the other hand, the very emphasis on social 
and material environment in the Critique makes a “pre- 
natal choice” inevitable; the child born into a class, into 
an institutionalized social niche, “is its victim before 
birth.” 36 He cannot choose himself except as what he has 
already been made to be. 

True, Sartre has acquired an interest in the decisive 
moment of a child’s history which he formerly lacked. This 
is plain from Saint-Genet, with its detailed study of the 
moment in which the young Genet made himself the thief 
he was accused of being. It is plain from Words, with its 
slogan “Childhood decides.” It is plain to the point of su- 
persaturation from the new study of Flaubert. Of course, 
there is little said of childhood in the Critique itself, since 
its subject is the dialectic of social life in general; but 
“Questions of Method,” which, Sartre has alleged, should 
really have followed, not preceded, the main text of that 
work, clearly foreshadows this type of interest. As I sug- 
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gested earlier, the regressive-progressive method is es- 
pecially well suited to the study of individual histories, 
rather than of “History” itself. And in the period of Being 
and Nothingness, on the other hand, a concern for such 
analysis and synthesis in depth of the individual life was 
certainly missing. Oddly enough, Sartre remarks in 
“Questions of Method,” “Marxists care only for adults,” 
but so in the main do “existentialists” from Kierkegaard 
to Heidegger and, in the period of Being and Nothing- 
ness, Sartre himself. Even his “existential psychoanaly- 
sis,” it seems to me, deals rather with the expression of 
my choice of myself in my present preferences than with 
the emergence in childhood of a process of self-making. 
That is one of the ways in which Sartre “corrects” Freud. 
All is consciousness, and consciousness is now. True, my 
hatred of viscosity, for instance, may stem from what my 
mother did to me in infancy; but what interests Sartre is 
the analysis of adult consciousness as self-projection and 
as the flight to bad faith, not its emergence out of the 
shadowsofchildhood in the individual life history. Even in 
Sartre’s literary corpus of the earlier period childhood is 
conspicuously absent. The one striking exception, so far 
as I know, is the central figure in the story “The Childhood 
of a Leader,” in which the child portrayed is a sort of 
empty shell and the point of the story is the speculative 
one made more directly and convincingly in Sartre’s 
essay on anti-Semitism. Lucien’s decisive act, moreover, 
the refusal to shake hands with a Jew, is that of a young 
man, not a child. No project had been initiated in that 
empty childhood; for this emptiness the young adult sub- 
stitutes a typical pseudo-act, an identification of himself 
with a stereotype: I am a Jew-hater, therefore I am some- 
body. The interest in concrete individual life and its early 
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development, therefore, seem on the whole to be an in- 
novation, at least of emphasis. 

At the same time, however, as I noted earlier for the 
Critique in general, the ingredients of the human condi- 
tion are still the same: total freedom, yet total facticity. 

The I by its very nature as agent in the world must alienate 
itself from itself; cast into the world by Others, it makes 
even itself an Other when it acts, as it must do, in and upon 
that radical Other, the in-itself, whether the purely mate- 
rial or the dehumanized human, the practico-inert. If 
childhood has come to interest Sartre as it used not to do, 
that is because he is fascinated by the terrible — perhaps 
the insoluble — puzzle, how a Sartrean for-itself can in 
fact come to be. The for-itself ought to be instantaneous; 
temporalization is flight. Yet people do develop; how is 
this possible? What Sartre wants to know principally in 
the Critique, of course, is: how does humanity develop. 

But since humanity is an aggregate of individual praxeis 
— ^there is no social superorganism — that question leaves 
at its base the question of individual genesis. Mankind 
can develop only if men can do so; no overarching dia- 
lectic, however sweeping, can evade that truth. There is 
only one Madame Bovary; yet in a sense the problem of 
Gustave — the “idiot” as genius — is the problem of us 
all. To that problem we must yet return, as Sartre has 
done. 

Scarcity 

Meantime, however, the Critique was centrally con- 
cerned, not with individual biography, but with the social 
developments that make a history of humanity possible. 
For, as I suggested in the previous chapter, Sartre seems 
to have seen in Marxism, or in his own interpretation of 
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Marxism, an escape from the solipsism of Being and 
Nothingness, and the ground for a rational theory of so- 
ciety and social history. Here he explicitly claims to have 
introduced new concepts, which are meant to alleviate 
the bleakness of his existentialism — or, in his own view, 
to place it at the human center of a larger and therefore 
truer scheme. Two concepts in particular mediate this 
new development :scarc/fy as the basis for the interaction 
of man with matter and indirectlyof man with man, and the 
reciprocity of l-Other relations, whether mediated by a 
third man or by matter, or (perhaps) immediate. Both 
these concepts are employed, it seems, to alter funda- 
mentally the l-Other relation as set forth in Sartre’s earlier 
argument. 

First, scarcity. In Being and Nothingness the Other 
looms up as threat or victim. Logically or ontologically, 
there is no other possibility. Thus, it seems, every con- 
sciousness wants, a priori, the death of another, or wants, 
at least, the victimization of the Other, or, alternatively, of 
Itself. This principle the Sartre of the Critique emphati- 
cally denies. True, the practical organism is threatened 
by the Other, but not directly — and not, it seems, in virtue 
of the very appearance of the Other as such. The practical 
organism, we have seen, is needy; it needs to be replen- 
ished by the inorganic. But, alas, the materials to satisfy 
its needs are scarce. That contingent fact generates the 
chain of events that will produce social structures: seriali- 
ties, to begin with, in which each becomes himself part of 
an inertial aggregate, then groups and institutions, with 
the exploitation consequent upon them. Scarcity, how- 
ever, might be defeated; so the ills of organized society 
are non-necessary. We can hope for a utopia. 

There are a number of difficulties in this alleged “so- 
lution,” even apart from the abstractness of the dream it 
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offers. To begin with (as I noted earlier), scarcity when in- 
teriorized is simply the sense of contingency characteris- 
tic of the for-itseif ; it is the awareness that I am — and must 
be — just so and not otherwise, just here now and not 
there then. It is simply facticity all over again. Were it 
overcome, this would be, Sartre announces, the overcom- 
ing of man himself. Such, of course, is dialectic: self-de- 
vouring contradiction. But as a vision of humanity to re- 
place the concept of the for-itself as “useless passion,” it 
is cold comfort. The human condition rests on scarcity; 
some day there may be abundance and so no humanity! 

Besides, why scarcity and only scarcity? Suppose 
there were room in the bus? The British, for example, 
would queue up in any case: they like to be orderly. The 
self-alienation, Sartre could answer, of members of the 
oldest industrial society! They have made themselves se- 
rial. There is something in it. But the point is: if you change 
the image, you see, not a crowd pushing for places, but a 
small number of people each using a material object for 
his own ends. It serves each of them ; they are not (not nec- 
essarily or not always) enslaved by it. Things in the world, 
as Heidegger tells us, are “ready to hand” for our use. 
They can also be maddeningly unready; they can also 
be in short supply. But why must that be the basic fact? 
Because scarcity shows me the Other as competitor, and 
shows me to myself too in my Otherness than him. That is, 
for Sartre, what is most striking in the fact that there are 
Others at all. But suppose, as Rousseau suggested, we 
find in facing nature the need to cooperate rather than to 
compete? Think of a barn-raising in the homesteading 
days of the Midwest. Think of a dam, produced, not by the 
struggle for scarce goods, but by cooperation for plenty. 
Granted that the quest for power or profit may, and usually 
does, enter into all such projects; but that is no reason to 
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make such motives exclusive — unless one is, as Sartre 
appears to be, already so Hobbesian in one’s view of man 
that no other alternative seems possible. 

This seems a strange analogy. Sartre rails against 
“liberalism” and “positivism,” against the atomizing view 
of man and society taken by utilitarian thinkers. They are 
mechanical, anti-dialectical, unable to “totalize.” 

Hobbes is the arch example of this kind of thinking. But 
why, unless he himself shares this atomistic style of 
thought, must Sartre find competition for scarce goods 
the source of social organization? The truth is, I suspect, 
that when he thinks about society he really is a Hobbes- 
ian. There are three passions, Hobbes told us, that ne- 
cessitate the social contract: fear, gain, and glory. The 
upsurge of the Other, in Being and Nothingness, was also 
carried by three passions: fear, shame, and pride. Now 
pride, we saw, is the obverse of shame; shame, then, is 
pride( =glory)facingtheotherway: itismyhumiliation be- 
fore, rather than my triumph over, the threatening Other. 
So in the basic relation of any individual to any other we 
already had, in effect, two of the Hobbesian three. Now 
Sartre looks more directly than he had done at men as 
“material agents” and finds them, whether in want of 
bread or bus seats, vying with one another for the scarce 
goods available to satisfy their needs. They compete, not 
only out of fear or pride (and shame), they compete for 
gain as well. This vision of human interaction arises in- 
evitably out of — and only out of — a thoroughly molecular 
conception of the individual. Like particles in a container 
full of heated gas (to speak anachronistically), or like self- 
impelled billiard balls, we go off each in his own direction, 
each pushed by his own appetites — and we collide. That 
blind inertial consequence necessitates society. And so- 
ciety is alienation: I give myself away to others, simply 
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because otherwise ! could not live at all. Society is neces- 
sitated by the impossibility of an impossibility. Not, of 
course, that Sartre would recognize the authority of the 
Hobbesian sovereign; shades of Rousseau, as of Des- 
cartes, forbid! Each man is sovereign. Yet all men can 
survive only through mutual alienation, only through the 
self-denying ordinances that institute society. 

What most strikingly differentiates Sartrean from 
Hobbesian man, however, is Sartre’s preoccupation, both 
before and after the Critique — though minimally in it — 
with the inwardness of the individual. Consciousness, 
and in particular the unhappy consciousness, is his true 
medium. Hobbes good-humoredly admitted human beast- 
liness, content to engineer an obsequious survival in the 
face of the worse evil of violent death. Sartre, shut up in 
phantasms, suffers the alternate agonies of dread before 
his lonelyfreedom and remorse at its self-alienation inthe 
world out there. “It’s never fun to be a man,” he says.^s Di- 
alectical reason, in its laborious cou rse, offered, perhaps, 
hope to transcend that pain, or at least its temporary as- 
suagement. In The Idiot of the Family, however, it has 
been, if anything, intensified. 

But for the moment we are still with the Critique and 
its construction on the ground of scarcity. Scarcity is not, I 
have suggested, so exclusively the mediator of social ac- 
tion as Sartre would make it. Let me mention, finally, an 
example offered by Sartre himself which bears this out: 
his account of the social structure of a radio audience. To 
produce a series the member of the bus queue must be 
there. Those who stay home or go by Metro have no part in 
the constitution of the series. A radio audience, however, 
is defined by absence. There is a voice speaking; there 
is the praxis of language as its foundation. But the voice 
by its presence to me and to him and him and him ... by 
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that very presence indifferently to each makes impossible 
a common praxis for us all. Not only is it an object — a ra- 
dio — that mediates the disembodied voice; that voice, re- 
ceived, dehumanizes. Indeed, it uses the original reci- 
procity of discourse in order to dehumanize. For it makes 
of its hearers “inert objects, subjected as inorganic mate- 
rial to the human work of the voice.” Of course I can turn 
the radio off. But that very action, Sartre argues, exhibits 
“the series defined by absence” constituted by the broad- 
caster’s voice. For my exit from the listening audience 
makes no difference to its structure: the voice “will con- 
tinue to sound in thousands of rooms before millions of 
hearers. It is I who precipitate myself into the ineffective 
and abstract solitude of private life without changing any- 
thing in the objectivity [of the broadcast]. I have not 
denied the voice; 1 have denied myself as a member of the 
crowd {rassemblement).’’ ''o Sartre analyzes the situation 
further for a political broadcast. Either I am convinced by 
the government’s message (and they have constituted me 
as their Other), or 1 am skeptical (and every relation of 
doubt is one of Otherness), or I am already convinced of 
the falsity of their rhetoric, and then I either envisage Oth- 
ers as those I could relieve of their deception, or rely for 
my conviction on the authority of some Others who have 
persuaded me. But in any of these cases, here I am, listen- 
ing in absence from the speaker, in absence from the in- 
definite Others objectified by his address. My powerless- 
ness in this situation, my poweriessness to act on the 
Other listeners, Sartre declares, “makes of those Others 
my destiny.” '‘i Even if the speaker is introduced by name, 
the reciprocityof language has been destroyed — and it is 
no one speaking. 

There is no need to fili in the voices — or, for televi- 
sion, the faces — to illustrate what Sartre is saying. His de- 
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scription strikes home. But does it justify his theory about 
scarcity as the origin of seriality and seriality as the origin 
of social relations? This seems to me more questionable, 
for several reasons. Sartre is arguing at least four points: 
(1) it is the scarcity of material objects that throws men 
into serial relations; (2) series are ordinal relations; (3) 
they are (as in the bus queue) irrelevant in any direct way 
to mutual praxis and so easily relegate human agents into 
the medium of the practico-inert; and (4) the group in fu- 
sion and so ultimately the group itself, Sartre will try to 
demonstrate, originates from the denial of seriality. In the 
case of the radio audience, (3) is clearly apposite. Mass 
media do objectify by means of an inertially organized 
multiplicity-in-absence. Sartre’s account is apt, and aptly 
terrifying. But what of the other points? What has the 
radio to do with scarcity? Granted, each listener, or some- 
one in his neighborhood, must have money to buy a set. 
But even if Big Brother endowed each infant at birth with 
his own set, the situation Sartre describes would hold. 
Scarcity, it seems to me, is not the definitive factor in the 
case. Unless of cou rse power originates from competition 
for scarce goods — and so Big Brother was the product of 
scarcity. But that is too far-fetched. The point is: here is a 
characteristic structure of the practico-inert, of the dehu- 
manized human, which in a world of plenty might still 
exist, might even be exacerbated. The very indefinite pos- 
sibility of extending such anonymous audiences of dis- 
embodied voices — the potential globalization of the 
media — renders the vision more annihilating. 

Nor can I see here any clearly ordinal character of 
the aggregate involved. The indefinite set of Others- 
absent-from-one-another appears rather to be a cardinal 
collective. Sartre tries to anticipate this objection. If I pro- 
test, he says, against a broadcast, and, for instance, write 
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to the newspapers, thus making a public statement of my 
view, nevertheless each reader in turn must read what I 
have to say. But surely the contrary is the case. Newspa- 
per readers read — as radio listeners listen — at one time. 

It is precisely a false network of pseudo-contemporaneity 
that the mass media constitute. We are together, now, in 
virtue of our very separation, each at his set, each in his 
armchair, but all at once. Why is Sartre so confident that 
not only this one, but all human collectivities, are gener- 
ated from ordinal relations? Possibly his insistence that 
social relations are generated only by the plunge into se- 
ries is related to his concept of temporality. It is still the 
bead-like moment of a single consciousness that is for 
him the fundamental reality; a mutual presence-to of one 
such consciousness and another would be impossible. So 
if we are to relate consciousnesses, as we must do in 
order to build society, we have to start by taking one such 
moment after another, and putting one consciousness 
after the other. But such an act is wrong, since every man 
is sovereign; society is based on an original fall. Were 
there a mutuality of human presences, however, this 
move would be unnecessary. Series exist, indeed, but 
they need not be the foundation of society. 

Finally, the notion that groups arise only as the 
denial of seriality appears even more arbitrary. If scarcity 
were the sole mediating ground of human relations, and if 
seriality, with its transformation of agents into objects, 
were the sole response to scarcity, then, indeed, groups 
could emerge only as contradicting, in their turn, the seri- 
alized denial of individual praxis. But are there no other 
human relations, more direct than the mediating influ- 
ence of scarce matter, through which society might origi- 
nate? Taken at face value, Sartre’s own example of lan- 
guage and its degradation through the mass media 



253 NEW CONCEPTS IN THE CRITIQUE 


seems to suggest that there might be such. To speak, 
must not you and I be present to one another? To answer 
this question, or at least to suggest some reflections re- 
lated to a possible answer, we must look, however, in con- 
clusion, at Sartre’s other chief innovating — or apparently 
innovating — social concept: the concept of reciprocity. 

Reciprocity 

By means of a “second cogito,” the Other looms up 
as threat to my existence. He organizes the world, and so 
my world, which my for-itself makes mine, bleeds away 
into his, and — since I am that making — I bleed away too. 
The Other’s appearance engenders a hemorrhage of my 
world toward his. I can reclaim my freedom, therefore, 
only by denying his. Simone de Beauvoir recalls in her 
memoirs how she and Sartre worried in their youth about 
“the problem of the Other.’’ They used to invent life histo- 
ries for strangers observed in cafes — never mind 
whether those stories were true. That is one way to put 
the Other out of action, by fictionalizing him. Then he, too, 
becomes my creature, powerless to harm me. But of 
course between myself and the Other there is, within this 
framework, no reciprocity. He and I, I and Thou, can never 
be really together. We may be united, indirectly, against a 
common Other, but we are never, as two freedoms, face to 
face. There can be no respect. Though Sartre did make 
one effort, in his popular essay “Existentialism and Hu- 
manism,” to infer the freedom of all from that of one, and 
hence to provide a basis for human mutuality, his argu- 
ment there is palpably sophistical and, so far as I know, he 
has never repeated it in that form. At this stage of his phil- 
osophical development at least, the only relation he could 
validly acknowledge between one human being and an- 
other was that of torturer and victim. 
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As he has turned to social and political concerns, 
however, he had had to seek, philosophically also, for 
some more adequate conceptual foundation for social 
life. If the whole human world of artifacts, the cafe, the 
Metro, the newspaper, the radio, is my set of instruments, 
and mine alone, and if this obtains, as it must do, for each 
for-itself making its world, how can this highly organized 
system have come about ? There must be, there must have 
been, some actual cooperation in effecting some shared 
ends that has produced the institutions and artifacts 1 use. 
Besides, if one is truly concerned, as Sartre has been, 
with the oppression of others, one does respect those 
whose part one takes. One loathes injustice, not simply 
out of negativity, but out of respect for those who deserve 
justice and fail to get it. Somewhere, somehow there must 
be, not only mutual threat, but mutual respect. 

It is in this context that Sartre believes he has found 
in “Marxism” the “true philosophy” into which his exis- 
tentialism can be harmoniously assimilated. On the one 
hand, as we have seen, Marxism offered him a platform 
for revolution into which the concept of class struggle ad- 
umbrated in Being and Nothingness could be easily inte- 
grated. And it also offered the kind of “totalizing” 
perspective which the turnfrom individual consciousness 
to the world seemed to demand. Neither of these rela- 
tions, however, bears on the fundamental social problem: 
how can one for-itself be positively and reciprocally re- 
lated to another? How can there be, not only oppression, 
but brotherhood? How, except destructively — by the 
direction of each one’s hatred to the common exploiters 
of all — can the workers of the world unite? It is in “histori- 
cal materialism,” as he understands it, that Sartre finds 
his answer. Each man acts to shape his own world: that is 
the existentialist insight which must be retained in any 
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true account even of social action. But men act, and have 
acted, together to generate history: the rise and fall of so- 
cieties, governments, institutions in general. And they are 
able to do this because their relations to one another are 
mediated by matter. The mutuality of men, their ability to 
respect one another so as to act together, is made possi- 
ble by the relation of each to material objects. The dialec- 
tic of history is generated by the interaction of man with 
matter. Hence “historical materialism.” 

The first example of this process that Sartre pre- 
sents is that of language. Language, he says, is matter: 
words must bombard my ear; it is through their material 
presence that they unite speaker and hearer. A phrase is 
“a totalizing in act where each word is defined by relation 
to the others, to the situation and to the whole language as 
an integrating part of the whole.” The language itself, 
then, is an indefinite network of such connecting links, a 
complex object through which particular subjectivities 
can relate to one another. But language cannot connect, 
Sartre argues, unless individual men use it. A necessary 
condition for the existence of language is that there be 
particular subjectivities to connect and who do the con- 
necting. It is for that reason, beholds, that reciprocity fails 
in the case of the radio audience. Telephone conversa- 
tions are another matter; here/speak, via audible sounds, 
to you: two for-itselves are in fact mediated by materiality. 
But in the case of radio or television it is no one subject 
that is addressed; therefore reciprocity fails, and the 
speaker too vanishes into objectivity. Hence the “vertigi- 
nous” character of the experience. In their proper func- 
tioning, words flow from one praxis to another. 

Now this is clearly an advance on Being and Noth- 
ingness, where language was “a form of seduction.” Not 
that it may not, but it need not, be so. On the other hand. 
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there is still something forced about this account too. 

“The word is matter”? it is true, of course, that lan- 
guage is necessarily embodied. It has always seemed to 
me rather a joke on Descartes that he makes so much of 
the uniqueness of language as the mark of man’s pos- 
sessing a disembodiable mind. For speech is perspic- 
uously mental-and-bodily, all in one. Words are mean- 
ings and are only as meanings, but as meanings 
potentially heard or (in writing) seen. They are not matter; 
the same word repeated is not the same matter, but it is 
the same word. They could not exist apart from matter, 
and neither could the thoughts they carry. But neither can 
words be matter as such. They are classes of sounds, or 
marks, that signify — and signification cannot be reduced 
to any finite or specifiable series of particular objects. 
Sartre recognizes, to be sure, the necessary component 
of “signification” in language; but this comes, in his view, 
from the particular legislative enactment of each praxis 
( = each for-itself), who gives meaning to each word he 
uses as he uses it. Thus he adds to the dialectic of his in- 
dividual action — making the world and being made by it — 
a dialectic of inter-individual relations: “a moving and in- 
definite dispersion of reciprocities.” It is upon the 
foundation of such “dispersed reciprocities” that Sartre 
will construct (or discover?) the dialectic of social organi- 
zation which develops from them. Thanks to the media- 
tion of material bits — words — there can after all be recip- 
rocal relations between individual consciousnesses, 
there can be society. 

But is language as the foundation of social life, is so- 
cial life itself, as additive as this? Man lives in language, 
and therefore in a world; he is in a world, and therefore in 
language. Sartre is still hamstrung by his solipsistic start- 
ing point — and, clearly, in his exposition of language, by 
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his nominalism, his conviction that only particulars are 
real. In The Idiot of the Family he suggests a more global 
view of the child’s relation to his mother tongue, a view 
very close to Merleau-Ponty’s, in fact; but that’s another 
story. In the Critique there are still only active individuals, 
centers of sense-giving, and the purely inertial matter — 
phonemes — that can link these otherwise isolated cen- 
ters to one another. 

Hence the importance for Sartre of “the third man.’’ 
Two individuals may workthesame matter — forinstance, 
speak the same language or dig the same ditch — but 
each is “interiorizing” what is out there in terms of his 
own project. How can they have a common project? How 
can there be shared praxis? Two workmen sharing a task 
— regulating a chronometer, Sartre suggests — each in- 
teriorize the same imperative; but for each it is assimi- 
lated as quasi-material. Each relates to it as an object 
which he either uses as the technique for his self-projec- 
tion, or (and this is the usual case) submits to as the Other 
that has robbed him of his freedom. The dyadic relation of 
man to man, therefore, remains rooted in matter, in the in- 
human. 

It can become human only when it is mediated, not 
by matter, but by a third praxis: by an agent who assimi- 
lates to his action the acts of the Other Two. Here Sartre 
envisages a situation in which he looks from a window at 
two country workmen invisible to one another: one a gar- 
dener, the other one working on the road. Each has orga- 
nized his world around his work. But the urban intellectual 
looking at them both unites them: they are both workers 
and both rural. Though separated in space — that is, ex- 
ternal to one another, as all practical organisms are — 
they are related internally through their relation to the 
spectator, and through this dialectical transformation 
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he also relates, internally, to them. Thus the relation of 
two men through matter, “dispersed” and fleeting in its 
dyadic form, can become the foundation for a richer dia- 
lectical development through the injection of a third 
praxis who assimilates to his activity the matter-mediated 
relations of the other two. The dyad, realized by a third 
subjectivity; that is the “Trinity” from which social struc- 
tures can develop. Of course there is always the danger 
that one of the Three will dehumanize the other-two-in- 
their-reciprocal-relation: hence the “anti-dialectic” of 
the practico-inert, from which history has (so far) never 
escaped. But hence also the possibility of the group-in- 
fusion, the possibility, even the necessity, of the consti- 
tuting dialectic at the heart of social reality, and even the 
hope, in the long run, of an ultimate synthesis. 

The question is: has this move to the dialectic of 
praxeis mediated by matter in fact enabled Sartre to over- 
come his initial solipsism? Is he able to move on, as he has 
promised to do, to the concrete reality of men in societies 
created by history? He has seen much: the Critique for ail 
its deviousness and repetitiousness and for all its ab- 
stract Hegelian language contains a number of brilliant 
analyses, as forexample inthe account ofthe mass media 
or in the examples used to introduce Xhe practico-inert. 
But something is wrong still. The net of abstractions by 
which Sartre would catch history never gets woven tight 
enough. The human reality slips through. I cannot specify 
in detail all the evidence for this statement, but several 
points of varying degrees of vagueness should suffice to 
indicate that this is indeed what has happened. Consider 
for one thing the strangely contrived character of the ex- 
ample by which Sartre introduces the “third,” on whose 
praxis as assimilating consciousness depend both the 
development of society itself and of the social scientist 
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who is to understand it. Two utterly separated laborers 
and an even more utterly detached observer: is that the 
sort of situation out of which social life is generated? 
True, human individuals are always, except pre-natally, 
external to one another in space (and presumably the un- 
born child can be ignored here, since it is not a “practical 
organism”). Moreover, that in consciousness also, not 
only in his spatiality, every man is an island, the Sartre of 
Being and Nothingness, and of the literary corpus of that 
period, has amply demonstrated. Starting from there, 
however, is exactly the way not to demonstrate the con- 
trary. If one is to mediate successfully between the for- 
itself and the for-Others, as I have argued earlier, one 
must start from the among-Others — where we all start. 
And that is just where Sartre, looking out his country win- 
dow, like his childhood forerunner looking out, I rue de 
Goff, over the roofs of Paris, is not. The indwelling of man 
in the human world, once exiled in favor of the sovereign 
Cartesian moment of self-contained clarity, cannot be 
drawn back into existence by any weaving of material 
links between a mulitiplicity of such isolated units. 

Corresponding to the artificiality of this beginning, 
moreover, is the recurrent uneasiness of the reader (at 
least of this reader) throughout the Critique about the 
conceptual foundation of mediated reciprocity on which 
the whole dialectic rests. Relations between two praxeis 
are mediated by matter, then by a third praxis mediating 
the matter-mediated dyad, and so on. But Sartre’s insis- 
tence on such mediation in social structures suggests, by 
contrast, an immediate reciprocity which, in the praxeis- 
processus that generate society, has been dialectically 
transformed. Is there such athing? Late in the text there is 
at least one explicit reference to it — at least as an ab- 
straction.'^® Moreover, the initial account of “human rela- 
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tions as mediation between different sectors of 
materiality” — the section in which the basic unit for the 
dialectic is laid down — suggests that there may be. At 
least an element in reciprocity is that “I acknowledge the 
Other praxis ... at the same time that I assimilate him as 
object into my totalizing project.” The two “totaliza- 
tions,” Sartre says, “respect one another.” True, this 
mutuality never comes to rest in unity, for there are two, 
each of which still “integrates the whole universe.” But 
unstable though this mutual recognition is — and who can 
deny its instability? — it must exist if the whole super- 
structure is to develop. Yet if, on the other hand, as Sartre 
also insists they are, all human relations are solely me- 
diated by matter — if it is a question of the for-itself, as a 
pure subjectivity, linked to other subjectivities by the in- 
tervention of the purely inertial, whether of the literally 
material and inhuman or the quasi-material inhumanity of 
institutions — then the foundation in mutual respect is 
missing. Even on Bastille Day the fleeting “we-subject” is 
an abstraction: triadic relations in which each dyad is in- 
direct cannot themselves achieve concrete reality. De- 
spite the brilliance of many of Sartre’s historical descrip- 
tions, in short, Merleau-Ponty was right in insisting that he 
is too much concerned with “totalizing” to acknowledge 
the very limited, concrete realities on which in fact human 
history rests. Subjectivity, materiality, totalization: these 
three counters, so separated, cannot by any dialectical 
ingenuity reconstitute the human situation. Subjectivity is 
always already embodied, and our bodily being is always 
already embedded in a concrete whole, in a natural envi- 
ronment which is at the same time a human world — as (in 
Whitehead’s term) a concretion of the universe, not the 
universe itself. And in this kind of wholeness there is al- 
ways already some mutuality, however fleeting and how- 
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ever imperiled. Again language is the best example. If 
there could be no human understanding without speech, 
the converse also holds. Without mutual understanding 
there could be no speech, for there would be nothing to 
mediate, and no medium in which to mediate it. 

That Sartre himself recognizes this difficulty in the 
Critique, finally, seems clear from the very fact that he has 
taken a long detour in his proposed path from the founda- 
tion of history to history itself and is trying in his study of 
Flaubert to reconstruct somehow a single life — a single 
life, to be sure, within a highly complicated network of in- 
stitutions already mediated by countless thousands of 
past praxe/s and countless movements of the practico- 
inert — but still a single life in which the immediate reci- 
procities underlying all these abstract complexities are 
somehow to become evident. Most tellingly, Sartre even 
envisages here the founding relation for a human life of a 
mother’s affection for her child. That was what Flaubert 
lacked, he is su re, and what few infants, he is equally sure, 
have ever had. But nevertheless love between mother and 
child exists, and where it exists there is an unquestioning 
reciprocity between two subjectivities in which individual 
development can be rooted as in no other ground. So he 
seems to suggest, even more surprisingly, does sexual 
love, as distinct from the sado-masochism of Being and 
Nothingness. Whether, so late in the day, Sartre can really 
assimilate to his philosophy the astonishing phenomenon 
of love, and hence of a concrete, immediate reciprocity as 
the coping-stone of human relations, is another question. 
But its introduction in The Idiot of the Family brings into 
focus once more its absence in all his earlier work, in the 
dialectic of the practical organism as well as in the ontol- 
ogy of the for-itself and the for-others. 

On the whole, then, the answer to our question: 



whether in the Critique Sartre has succeeded in introduc- 
ing subjective innovations in his view of man is, as pre- 
dicted, “Yes” and “No,” but more “No” than “Yes.” His 
“practical organism” is still a subjective center of action, 
not an organism of flesh and blood. It has not been born 
and grown to human stature in a concrete human world, 
carried by human affection (as well as hate, which, Sartre 
admits, by the way, is “a recognition” [‘‘une reconnaiss- 
ance”]).^^ “A man,” it has turned out,^® is “a practical or- 
ganism living with a multiplicity of similar [organisms] in a 
field of scarcity.” s® The “with” is still inadequate, and so 
the “man” in the case is not quite man. Too much is ab- 
sent from Sartre’s original premises; not even so labori- 
ous a reconstruction can restore what the initial vision 
had overlooked. 

We have still to ask, in conclusion, whether the most 
laborious reconstruction of all will succeed where both 
earlier efforts have failed — and finally, how, as far as 
Sartre has gone till now, we are to see his philosophical 
work as a whole in the context, not of a “totalizing” his- 
tory, but at least in the context of the history of philosophy 
in the West. 




“Every great philosopher 
has only one thought.” Does this 
Heideggerian tag apply to Sartre? Phi- 
losophy is a conversation about fundamen- 
tal problems, a conversation going back to Thales, in 
which, generation after generation, each person takes 
his special place. Thus each great thinker, it seems, repre- 
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sents one position. Like any artist, he displays for us a 
comprehensive vision of the world, except that, unlike 
other artists, he states that vision in argument, and what 
makes him “great” therefore is the ingenuity of the prem- 
ises from which he starts and their power to produce mani- 
fold and apposite conclusions. Yet no thinker can outrun 
theboundsof his own first principles, of his “one thought.” 
However much we can mine from reading Spinoza, ulti- 
mately we come up against the impasse of responsibility 
versus strict determinism which his concept of substance 
inevitably generates. However many shrewd insights and 
intriguing arguments we discover in Hume, we run event- 
ually head on into the problem of the person, which he 
himself admits to be insoluble in his own terms. Of course 
no one is perfect, and even great philosophers may be in- 
consistent; they can feed into their conceptual machine 
something that doesn’t strictly belong there. But if a phi- 
losopher does this habitually, he makes a muddle, not a 
philosophy. To the ideal of “adequacy” he sacrifices “co- 
herence.” That is why, for most students of philosophy, 
John Locke is such a bore. Although in fact there is also 
a very great deal he cannot say at all, he can, within cer- 
tain limits of superficiality, say almost anything, even if his 
premises, had he properly digested them, would have 
eliminated much of what he wants to tell us. He has of 
course a place based chiefly on influence, as well as on 
the way in which he represents for us the confusion cha- 
racteristic of certain trends in a certain period. 

Looked at from this perspective, Sartre appears as 
one of the great philosophers of coherence. Whatever he 
cannot see from where he stands, he denies; and there is 
much, in Being and Nothingness and still in the Critique, 
that he is blind to. But the stand he takes is firm and rigor- 
ous, and the searchlight he casts on what does come 
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within his view is brilliantly penetrating. Above all, the 
stand he takes is not idiosyncratic but the expression of a 
destiny we all share. He is the ultimate and most conse- 
quent Cartesian, carrying what remains of the Cartesian 
either-orto its terrifying logical conclusion. We have seen 
how he does this by weaving together phenomenological 
motifs with dialectical methods, but always on the strict 
conceptual ground of Cartesian consciousness, Carte- 
sian freedom, and Cartesian time. Thus it is that the Sartre 
of Being and Nothingness and even, in a way, of the Cri- 
tique, represents for us the “tragic finale’’ of a tradition 
initiated in the seventeenth century — the tradition that 
conceived of a pure, and purely rational, center of con- 
scious activity seeking to control a purely passive mate- 
rial world. 

Twenty years ago, indeed, it seemed that Western 
philosophy in general, whether in the European or the En- 
glish-speaking world, expressed in its differing styles this 
single tragic impasse. Cartesian mind had shriveled to 
the Sartrean pure act, and on the other side of the Carte- 
sian dichotomy both early and late Wittgenstein embod- 
ied the frustration of the more outward-directed empiri- 
cist tradition. So we had either Kierkegaard without God 
or Hume without his eighteenth-century amiability. Hume 
had already reduced the external world to a series of 
mere bits. Wittgenstein first tried to use the new logic to 
revive the more objective, “picture,” view of truth, but 
when this failed he fell back on linguistic therapy as phi- 
losophy’s sole task. In the small space we are doomed to 
move in, we “circle round and round the same land- 
scape,” using our reflective efforts to overcome philo- 
sophical reflection rather than to practice it. We are 
where we are; why try to think as if we were somewhere 
else? Thus on the one hand subjectivity had emptied itself 
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of substance and of content, and had become simply the 
negation of the external world; and on the other hand the 
external world, shrunken to a subjective series of impres- 
sions, was re-objectified in a fashion by taking our special 
“form of life” as if it were an unquestionable and objective 
given. Doubtless this is an unfair view of Wittgenstein, 
both in his early and late phases, but if so, it is scarcely 
unfair to the practice, some years ago, of many of his al- 
leged disciples. If philosophy in the one demi-tradition 
was anguished, in the other sector it was trivial. 

But things have changed. In its slow and gentle- 
manly way, even British philosophy has gained a little 
broader perspective. And, in its more dramatic style, so 
has the philosophy of the Continent. On both sides, the 
change has come through attention to the problem that 
defeated Hume, the problem of the person. Descartes 
said the “mind” was housed in the body more intimately 
than a pilot in a ship, but, starting where he did, there was 
little he or his successors could do to explain this mystery. 

It is here, in the philosophical description and under- 
standing of human beings as embodied persons, that con- 
ceptual reform must take, and indeed has taken, its start. 

The thinkers and the arguments that have started us 
on this new course need not concern us here. Our final 
question is; where does Sartre come into this story? Is it 
correct to set his philosophy as a whole, with its Cartesian 
provenance and its Cartesian foundations, in the histori- 
cal place we have so far assigned to it? Retrospectively 
from Being and Nothingness and, on the whole from the 
Critique, it seems to be so. Being and Nothingness does 
indeed express paradigmatically the agony of twentieth- 
century thought; the Critique does embody in its strained 
and abstract reasoning the terrible effort of the Cartesian 
ghost to get out of the machine. But a philosopher may not 
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only present in his magna opera a position or a crisis in 
the dialogue that is philosophy; he is a person too, and 
persons develop. Sartre is still twenty years younger than 
Plato was when he wrote the Laws. Where his whole work 
as philosopher will stand in the history of thought de- 
pends on where he is going now and where he will go from 
now on. So far the evidence is mixed; one can only hazard 
a guess. 

The view Sartre himself takes of his own develop- 
ment, I have already mentioned in discussing the Cri- 
tique. He has worked, he says, with three concepts: the 
for-itself, the practical organism, the lived. Basically, we 
found, however, the second of these did not represent a 
clear-cut advance on the first. The Critique could be trans- 
lated without significant residue into the dialectic of for- 
itself /in-itself. There was, indeed, a hint of an “active 
passivity’’ inconceivable in the earlier mode; but this was 
unstable, relapsing, almost instantaneously into the 
“passive activities’’ of the practico-inert. Is there now a 
significant advance in the third stage: in the use of “the 
lived’’ as central concept? 

The material which could — perhaps — supply us 
with an answer is massive: the first two of a projected 
four-volume work in which Sartre undertakes to recon- 
struct as iived the reality of one individual, Gustave Flau- 
bert. It is of course a work of biography (though in part of 
extremely speculative biography), of psychoanalysis, of 
literary criticism, and not in the first instance a work of 
philosophy. But it contains, recurrently, glimpses of Sar- 
trean philosophy — some familiar, some, on the contrary, 
surprisingly novel. What will issue from all this in the way 
of a developed new position is, it seems to me, still hard to 
say. The evidence, if I read it aright, is confusing and con- 
tradictory. Let me hazard some brief general remarks 



about it, and then substantiate my general impression by 
reference to three particular passages, one illustrating 
the constancy of Sartre’s position, one its ambiguity, and 
one its novelty. 

Sartre’s aim in The Idiot of the Family is to recon- 
struct a single life as lived. Is the lived here really a new 
category? Looking at its usage throughout the two vol- 
umes one is inclined, on the whole, to think that it is not. If 
Sartre in the Critique had to march by the most ingenious 
dialectical detours toward the plain fact of human social- 
ity, here he is straining even more ingeniously and ex- 
haustingly to show how one consciousness can know an- 
other in its experienced conscious quality. For of course 
there are only individuals and we cannot pretend to know 
social action really unless we can demonstrate how one 
of these existents can somehow enter into the conscious- 
ness of another. Moreover, the conceptual units out of 
which Sartre’s reconstruction is effected are the old fa- 
miliar ones, a combination in fact of the two sets of earlier 
concepts. “Being” and “Nothingness” are fundamental, 
perhaps because they suit Flaubert — whose mode of ex- 
istence is “irrealization” — but also, clearly, because they 
suit Sartre. The old Sartrean view of imagination is 
fundamental — again for the same twin reasons. Further, 
just as emphatically as in the earlier work, man is ideally 
action, action is praxis: acting upon passive matter, and 
praxis is rational. What ails Flaubert is that, first by the fiat 
of his father, who “made” a doomed younger son, then (in 
Sartre’s “fable”) by his mother’s minute but unloving 
care, he has been constituted as passive activity. In other 
words, he is chiefly through Others and therefore also as 
Other than himself. We are to learn in a later volume how, 
in and beyond the seizure of ’44, Flaubert freely made 
himself what he had been made: we are to know his liberty 
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as well as his enslavement — for of course every man is 
freedom, however others may have enslaved him. But the 
point here is that in the framework of these all too familiar 
concepts, “the lived” beckons us like the light at the end 
of a long tunnel. It is something we have to try to get at with 
deviousness and difficulty as the underside of a life’s ra- 
tionale, the inwardness of an alien consciousness. It is 
still, I think, that consciousness (of) self which, however 
we assimilate ourselves to ourselves, escapes the reflec- 
tive level and looms as emotion, as the magical aspect of 
our being-in-the-world. “Rational thought,” says Sartre, 
“forges itself in action, or rather it is action itself produc- 
ing its own illumination (lumieres).’’ ^ To act, to give rea- 
sons, to be free — and therefore to be properly a man — all 
these are one. From this vantage point I, as free agent, 
order my world. When rationality breaks down, on the 
other hand (and in Flaubert’s case it had broken down a 
priori: father, mother, elder brother all had made it so), 
action collapses too (since they are identical). Things 
happen to me, chance reigns, and I suffer it. “Chance,” 
writes Sartre, “the course of the world interiorized in 
passion.” ^ in other words, it is when I fail to make sense 
of things, and thus to act on them, that I fall back on feel- 
ing: why did this have to happen to me? Feeling is failure, 
the assimilation to my own consciousness of the horrid 
fact, the ultimate fact, that I am not my own foundation. In 
this context “the lived” appears as surrogate for the emo- 
tion of the early essay and of Being and Nothingness. In 
this context Sartre still appears as the arch-rationalist in 
fascinated pursuit of the irrational. 

Persisting also, moreover, in the case-study of 
Flaubert, is the quasi-Marxist slant of Sartre’s social phi- 
losophy. Not only Flaubert’s father and mother made him, 
but the Family, with its solid bourgeois status founded on 
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the nearly feudal sovereignty of his self-made father. The 
fact that Flaubert is a member of the bourgeoisie, commit- 
ted through his father’s decree to fealty to his class, 
loathing it yet inalienably one with it — and thus alienated 
from himself — all this, again, gives Sartre a theme on 
which he rings endless, and wholly familiar, changes. 
From Being and Nothingness on, it could have been fore- 
seen, and it is inimitably boring. 

Yet throughout the long discursive course of 
Sartre’s reconstruction of Flaubert there are hints here 
and there of something different. There are hints that a 
man might be not only a mask — “un personnage” — but 
also a living person — ‘‘une personne” — that if the 
wretched Gustave was a “useless passion,’’ ^ jn search of 
an illusory and impossible in-itself-for-itself,'' man is not 
necessarily so. In Being and Nothingness, for example, 
the instant, as moment of lucid self-knowledge and inde- 
pendent action, both in one, haunted the argument as the 
ideal from which all temporalization is flight. Now Flau- 
bert is accused of allowing temporality (understood as 
Husserl’s “inner time consciousness”) to collapse into a 
succession of instants.® He is said to flee temporality to- 
ward the instant, not, as in the earlier work we all ap- 
peared to do, the instant in the direction of temporality. He 
cannot really grasp the future, he cannot live it really, but 
only in dream. Is there then after all in contrast to Flau- 
bert’s case, free action in the world that reaily makes 
sense? 

To this reader, moreover, there is a tantalizing 
though wholly implicit suggestion of philosophic innova- 
tion in Sartre’s references, throughout the text, to the 
work of Merleau-Ponty. I have elsewhere described the 
relation of Sartre’s philosophy to that of his former fel- 
low-student as a “dialogue”; but I had thought of the term 
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as only half-applicable, or as metaphorical.® Much of Mer- 
leau-Ponty’s philosophizing, both in his major work and 
elsewhere, is indeed “dialogue” with Sartre: he wanted, 
not only to transcend Cartesianism, but particularly to 
transcend the Cartesianism of Sartre. Over and over, all 
the way to the notes for the unfinished Visible and Invisi- 
ble, it is an argument of Sartre to which he is seeking to 
reply, or a Sartrean concept he is seeking to modify. But 
never before, so far as I know, has Sartre (at least in his 
published writing) in turn listened and replied. Not only 
their quarrel, but even Sartre’s tribute in Les Temps Mo- 
dernes after Merleau-Ponty’s death, suggest this want of 
response.^ When they were first reconciled, Sartre re- 
ports there, Merleau-Ponty told him he was working on a 
project inspired by Whitehead’s saying: “Nature is in tat- 
ters” (“La nature est en haillons”). Far from seeing the 
philosophical implications of this remark, Sartre inter- 
prets it in psychoanalytic terms as referring to the death 
of Merleau-Ponty’s mother! Merleau-Ponty’s struggle, the 
post-Cartesian struggle, to found a new image of nature, 
and of man in nature, seemed to elude him altogether. The 
“dialogue” of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty was a dialogue 
between two positions, not between two men. Merleau- 
Ponty was indeed replying to Sartre, but the reply was un- 
heard. Ten years after his death, the case has altered. 
True, Sartre still does not reply to Merleau-Ponty’s reflec- 
tions; in The Idiot of the Family he is not in any case ex- 
plicitly writing philosophy. But he quotes him recurrently, 
tacitly accepting his phrases as if Merleau-Ponty were a 
writer whose thinking he had wholly assimilated to his 
own. They are quotations very much by the way; not much 
is madeof them. But that is just the point. Merleau-Ponty’s 
turns of phrase are quoted as one quotes a writer to whom 
one is very close indeed, a writer whose language one 
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uses because one thinks his thoughts. Yet at the same 
time Sartre is still speaking his own old language, whose 
over-abstraction, whose hopeless “totalization,” Mer- 
leau-Ponty had, in the view of many of us, so tellingly criti- 
cized. What will become of this strange assimilation? 

After putting aside the Critique to embark on a four-vol- 
ume Flaubert, will Sartre put aside the Flaubert to give us 
a new philosophical work? Will he himself change from 
the last great Cartesian to one of the pioneering post- 
Cartesians? Will he give us, what Merleau-Ponty never 
succeeded in achieving, a fully developed philosophy 
that will transcend the nihilism in which the Cartesian tra- 
dition necessarily issued and which he himself has most 
fully and rigorously stated? As of this writing, I think it is 
too soon to say. 

Meantime, however, let me close this inconclusive 
postscript by pointing to three passages in the new Flau- 
bert which illustrate the Janus-faced nature of the philo- 
sophical views it implicitly contains. 

The first is an analysis of the comic, which takes off 
from Bergson and adds what Sartre says Bergson 
missed : the social function of comedy. Bergson was right, 
he holds, in seeing in the comic the demotion, in relatively 
harmless circumstances, of the vital to the merely me- 
chanical. The individual who appears as funny is thereby 
reduced from agency to the level of the inorganic. The so- 
cial effect of this, moreover, he believes, is to reduce the 
group to seriality. The comic is indeed “social” in that it is 
contagious: but it spreads, serially, from one laugher to 
another, and thus it loosens or even negates the unity of 
the group in action. This negation, however, is not skepti- 
cal in its import; it serves in fact to strengthen “the spirit 
of seriousness.” This would-be eloquent politician stum- 
bles on the platform; how amusing. But the social struc- 
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ture we each believe in is strengthened, not weakened, by 
his lapse. Dignity is confirmed by this small indignity. But 
what of the comedian himself ? The comic actor, Sartre 
believes, is always felt as less than human. If you pass him 
on the street surrounded by his family, you get a shock. 

Can that funny man nevertheless be a serious person, like 
you or me? Surely not! For the comic, Sartre holds, works 
essentially by the twin means of derealization, from the 
reality of praxis to the imagined level of a pseudo-praxis 
that fails of its purpose; the conspirators overheard by 
their enemies or the clown who jumps into the river to get 
out of the rain; and dehumanization — the reduction of the 
practical agent to puppetry, of the vital to the mechanical, 
and at the same time of the group to the series (that is, to 
the practico-inert).® Or where, as in Chaplin’s films, there 
is patently humanity in humor, Sartre remarks in a note, it 
is not pure comedy! Moreover, this one-sidedness of 
comedy can only be corrected, he says later, by the whole 
apparatus of dialectical reason.® 

What is wrong with this picture? It is, 1 find, an excel- 
lent analysis of farce — which is what in fact Sartre will 
need later on in his reconstruction forthe interpretation of 
Flaubert’s “Gargon” — but it misses humor, and misses 
indeed something essential to the nature of laughter as 
such: the ambiguity of the human situation from which it 
springs. (1 am relying heavily here on Helmuth Plessner’s 
Laughing and Crying; if 1 do not give chapter and verse it 
is not for want of recognizing my indebtedness to his 
work.) 10 Sartre does, in connection with the young Flau- 
bert’s relation to the comic, mention “ambiguity,” but what 
he is referring to is the ambiguity of what he calls the 
“tourniquet”: the back and forth of a turnstile from which 
there is no exit. Both sides, the vital and the mechanical, 
the rational and the absurd, praxis and its failure, are un- 
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deniable and inescapable; there is “ambiguity” in so far 
as one swings, in comedy, from one aspect to the other. 
But in the comic as Sartre sees it they never reverberate 
together. The ambiguity of two-in-one, which is precisely 
the duplicity of the eccentric position of man — i am the 
body I take a stand to — this organic ambiguity eludes al- 
together the scope of Sartre’s analysis. But it is just this 
kind of ambiguity — an ambiguous ambiguity — that char- 
acterizes the comic. In puns, for example, other than the 
crudest word plays, one does not just swing back and 
forth from one meaning to another. One has them both to- 
gether; as in “a little more than kin and iess than kind.” 
What sustains comedy, moreover, as distinct from farce, 
is not the unequivocal casting down of dignity into indig- 
nity, but an ambiguity that casts its speli on both sides, on 
action and its failure, and holds them both together. Even 
comedies as iighthearted as Shaw’s Arms and the Man or 
You Never Can Tell illustrate this difference. 

Thesociality of humor, further, is not, oris notsoiely, 
what Sartre declares it to be. It is true, of course, that 
laughter breaks out when action breaks down, and 
breaks down in relatively harmless circumstances. But 
what laughter releases is not merely the contagion of the 
practico-inert. On the contrary, iaughing together is one 
of the most characteristic forms of bona-fide reciprocity. 
The necessary indirectness of language breaks down in 
laughter, sometimes indeed because communication 
fails, but sometimes also because it is too powerful for 
speech. The laughter of two people in iove excludes the 
rest of the world, but it very much unites the lovers. Or 
again, the laughter of children — whose verbal compe- 
tence is still inadequate effectively to support their 
sociability — is not, I should think, as such separative and 
serializing. Finally, it seems to me, the clown as a person 
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is not necessarily sub-human: he is lovable and indeed 
loved, just because he is funny and we see ourselves as 
funny with him. For contra Sartre, it is sometimes, and in 
some ways always, funny to be human. 

Sartre’s analysis of the comic, in other words, has 
just the kind of abstraction, of literalness, of strict ration- 
ality, that we might have expected from the author of his 
two major philosophical works. It “totalizes” too soon and 
too drastically and thus misses the half-lights that make 
comedy at its best both so elusive for theory and so satis- 
fying a representation of the ultimate ambiguity of the 
human state. 

Yet there are passages in The Idiot of the Family 
which seem to pre-figure a different Sartre. He uses, as I 
have already pointed out, his old vocabularies, and in- 
deed fuses them effectively into one vocabulary: Nothing 
and praxis, Being and seriality, here live happily together. 
And in one place at least he presents, with surprising con- 
densation for so rambling a text, a statement in little of his 
whole philosophic position — but (and here is the sur- 
prise) with overtones, or undertones, that seem to be new. 
Doubtless there are other passages too in these more 
than two thousand pages that might convey a similar mes- 
sage; but let me take this one as especially telling, since it 
happened to strike this particular reader so. 

Sartre is again discussing the comic in connection 
with the emergence of the schoolboy Flaubert’s gro- 
tesque creation “Le Gargon”; he introduces the topic of 
‘‘farces attrapes,” the paraphernalia of the crude practi- 
cal joke. These work, he says, on a simple principle: a 
small collective selects a dupe whom it proceeds to mys- 
tify “for a laugh.” By so doing it “wishes to conjure away 
the anguish of being-in-the-world.” ” This anguish, he 
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tells us, “specification of a fundamental anguish which is 
nothing else but freedom, is born of an inescapable con- 
tradiction of our praxis.” Nq one, he thinks, in fact 
lacks the knowledge that “appearances are deceptive,’’ 
yet, however vigilant we may be in remembering this 
truth, “the necessities of action — for instance lack of time 
— oblige us to consider the ‘appearances’ as manifesta- 
tions of being.” 

This is all straight Sartrean doctrine — although it 
should perhaps be noted in passing: if time is part of 
scarcity, as indeed it is for any living being, the hope of 
transcending scarcity and the practico-inert, of stabiliz- 
ing freedom and the “active passivity” of shared action, is 
exposed as the utopian dream, which, on Sartre’s original 
premises, it is. We are back with the purely negational 
revolution of the earlier Sartre. That is by the way. Mean- 
time, he tell us here, we do for convenience, and because 
it conforms to “an original relation of adhesion to the 
world,” and especially if, preoccupied with our pursuits, 
“we have no time to spare,” take the appearances for the 
reality. But, he continues, “this adhesion, always contest- 
able and silently contested, is not lived without anguish, if 
not in the particular case, at least as a global feel ing of our 
insertion in the world. It is not a question here of a doubt 
— explicit and methodic doubt is reassuring at least to a 
degree — but of a more or less actualized “ ‘estrange- 
ment.’ ” Usually, he tells us further, we mask this 
fundamental anguish “by remaining at the surface of 
ourselves and attaching ourselves to security-inducing 
constants displayed in external sequences.” Thus the 
basic estrangement which is always there is “hidden by 
habits or purely and simply beaten back.” Moreover, he 
goes on, it should also be considered that “1 come to my- 



280 SARTRE 


self ‘from horizons,’ the world is what separates me from 
myself and announces me to myself, so that there is in 
every ‘worldly’ (‘mondaine’) appearance a disquieting 
menace and a still more suspect promise which address 
themselves to me in the depths of my existence.” And 
now comes the theme of the Critique: daily labor through 
the mediation of the material we use and through our tools 
reveals to us ‘‘the coefficient of adversity” in things. This, 
Sartre reminds us, varies with the mode of production 
which defines it, and so with the society, ‘‘whose type of 
integration is extrapolated and projected in view of objec- 
tive unification on the entire aggregate of facts in the 
world.” Thus with Marxist loyalty, he assures us: “nature” 
is defined in every case as “the material and the limit of 
current techniques.” And finally, in this situation, “the en- 
vironment announces me as coming to myself also 
through others, that is, as alienation and destiny.” 

Vintage Sartre, it seems, except that as against the 
Critique destiny is equivalent to alienation: it does not ap- 
pear here as a destiny of freedom, but of its loss. But now 
Sartre moves on to his present theme, the theme of one 
individual’s development: 

In particular the relation-to-the-world has been lived from 
birth starting from our relation to our surroundings: the 
text of the world is the sense of the familial setting, itself 
conditioned by institutions; we are not at ease in the 
world except to the degree to which we are at ease in 
our own family — and that “ease”, in truth, is nothing but 
a lesser uneasiness. For that reason, every being which 
reveais itself as appearance and every appearance which 
confesses its non-being are in danger of denouncing us 
as pure seeming or of revealing our “abysmal being” as 
Ignominious or terrifying.’^ 

And SO to the interpretation of the practical joke: 



Thus when an object in the world appears to us awry, it 
is the whole world, ourselves and our relation to the 
world which become suspect; what formerly went without 
saying no longer holds of itself; compromised to the se- 
cret depths of existence, we glimpse a monstrous other- 
ness of being which would be the truth of the cosmos 
and of our person. ■'® 

Here, it seems to me, is the heart of Sartre’s philoso- 
phy in a paragraph. He goes on then to describe at length 
how this fall into uncanniness takes place when he puts 
into his coffee a seeming lump of sugar that is in fact mar- 
ble (and sinks) or celluloid (and floats). This particular an- 
alysis need not concern us; nor need we linger over the 
phenomenon of so prolix a writer’s putting so pithily what 
he has taken volumes, and years, to say. What is sugges- 
tive about this passage in view of our present question is 
something rather slight, a shadow, somehow, of a differ- 
ent sense of being-in-the-world, a more rooted sense of 
existence than had been typicai of Sartre’s thinking in the 
past. True, my “ease” in the world must be “only a lesser 
uneasiness”; true, the abyss is always there. But some 
phrases are new. “From horizons,” which he puts in 
quotes, is not, I believe, a usual Sartrean concept. Taken 
the other way, to a horizon, it is characteristic of Merleau- 
Ponty’s adaptation of Husserl in the theory of perception. 
Admittedly, Sartre uses it here to show that I come to my- 
self “from elsewhere”; he refers in a note to “the menac- 
ing promise” of discovering to myself at a distance what I 
am, since every object “can put in question the world as a 
totality and in consequence myself insofar as I come to 
myself from horizons.” Yet, I submit, the “horizonal” re- 
lation to things is less absolute, less uncompromising, 
than the utter negation of the in-itself by the for-itself and 
of the for-itself by the in-itself characteristic of Being and 
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Nothingness. True, the for-itself is said to be, as to con- 
tent, wholly out there; but the relation is one of emptiness 
to fullness, not of center to horizon: a very different rela- 
tion. Indeed, it was precisely the sense of being in a land- 
scape, at the center of a perspective, that was missing 
from the earlier account. The for-itself was over against 
the world rather than in it. Being in the world as a relation 
to horizons from which we come suggests, at least to the 
reader of Merleau-Ponty, a more promising direction for 
the description of human rootedness in being, which is as 
ineradicable a part of our condition as is the “estrange- 
ment” Sartre has so far preferred to see. More striking, 
perhaps, further, is the expression “text of the world,” 
reminiscent of the title of Merleau-Ponty’s unpublished 
fragment “The Prose of the World.” (This will soon be- 
come, in relation to Flaubert and the Gargon, “the farce of 
the world,” but that is another story.) If the world is a text 
to be read, then, again, the explicit Otherness of reader 
and read, of consciousness and matter, may yet be over- 
come. In short, if we put this together with Sartre’s very 
Merleau-Pontyian account of “being in language” earlier 
in this work, we may hope at least that he is moving to 
something like a theory of interpretation as the model for 
being-in-the-world, a theory in which the implicit grasp of 
sense underlying all explicit reading is necessarily in- 
cluded. Such a theory, in other words, in which not “nega- 
tion of being” but “understanding of being” is fundamen- 
tal, would alter the self-directedness of the non-thetic 
consciousness (of) self and admit that our way of “living” 
the world — and ourselves — is directed primarily from 
clues within ourselves, in our inescapably bodily-and- 
mental being, to processes in the world, of which, through 
these clues, we are constantly striving to make sense. To 
ignore this vector in non-thetic consciousness, we no- 
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ticed much earlier, was Sartre’s first misstep at the very 
start of Being and Nothingness. But there are, I would 
suggest, hints in The Idiot of the Family that he may yet 
set his course in a different direction and so evade after 
all the catastrophic issue of his earlier premises. I may be 
making too much, in connection with the passage just 
quoted, of very slight shadows indeed; but there is some- 
thing about his way of putting things that has changed. 

For one who is habituated to the analysis of arguments 
rather than of style the difference is hard to specify; if the 
reader fails to feel it, especially in paraphrase and trans- 
lation, I can only say; Sorry; I do. And through these two 
long volumes there are recurrent places where despite 
the constancy of the main conceptual framework the 
same impression of novelty comes through. 

Sometimes, indeed, though rarely, the change is 
very explicit. One case is the passage on language al- 
ready referred to. I have also referred already to what ap- 
pears to be Sartre’s altered view of love, which seems in 
turn to be related to a (possibly) altered concept of the 
person — or rather to a concept of the person. Previously, 
in common with other modern philosophers, that is just 
what he lacked. 

Sometimes, indeed, it still appears that there are 
only “personnages,” not persons. This was in effect the 
theme of The Transcendence of the Ego, and of the doc- 
trine of “the circuit of selfness’’ in Being and Nothing- 
ness. It is still with us, conspicuously in the case of Flau- 
bert himself, the very fabric of whose being, Sartre argues, 
is insincerity. The gap between authentic action, if it were 
possible (as for Flaubert it is not), and the construct of 
himself that he presents to others as well as to himself; 
this gap is forever unbridgeable. But is the doom of Flau- 
bert the doom of Everyman? Is bad faith after all the hu- 
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man condition? In the Critique, we noticed, one seeks un- 
easily for information about the immediate reciprocity 
which Sartre obscurely hints at as the alternative to those 
mediated relations of men to one another on which society 
is built. In The idiot of the Family, similarly, the philosophi- 
cal reader is bound to wonder about the hints occurring 
here and there which suggest that not every man need be 
a mask. The two problems, of reciprocity and of personal 
authenticity, of course, are intimately related, since bod- 
ily being with others in a social world is the necessary 
condition of becoming myself. It was this dimension of 
human existence, we found in Being and Nothingness, 
that Sartre had most grievously misread. What does he 
make of it here? What does he make, in particular, of the 
two cases of bodily being together that most conspic- 
uously characterize the development of a human person: 
maternity (or its reciprocal: infancy) and sex? As to the 
first, his interpretation is ambiguous. In constructing his 
legend of Mme. Flaubert and little Gustave, Sartre 
suggests at least a happier alternative. Flaubert’s dislike 
of himself, he holds, issues from his mother’s loveless 
care of an unwanted infant. Some few babies, he says, are 
wanted by their mothers, and they will be able to act. So 
existence as a free agent seems to be constituted, or 
enabled, by maternal affection. But sometimes he char- 
acterizes this enviable state in other terms: he speaks 
of the inordinate vanity of the wanted child, who is 
unquestioningly the center of the universe, as for example 
Flaubert’s elder brother doubtless was: a mediocre non- 
entity made Somebody by the position his father gave 
him, the very quintessence of the stuffed man, the hollow 
man. So the situation may be still in Sartre’s view as hope- 
less as ever; the upshot is not clear. There is, however, at 
least one passage on sexual love that quite unambig- 
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uously contradicts the sado-masochistic thesis of Being 
and Nothingness. Sartre is talking about Flaubert’s talk 
with Louise Colet before she seduced him {sic; Sartre em- 
phasizes the way in which Flaubert’s passivity demanded 
that women possess him rather than he them). He writes: 

The absurdity of Chamfort Is to use the word “contact,” 
which applies to caresses — and not even to all of them 
— when the essential of love is that a man, enters, wholly 
complete (tout entier), a woman who receives him, herself 
wholly complete (tout enti^re), which supposes that, in re- 
ceiving him, she closes herself on him, contains him and 
penetrates him in her turn with what Doha Prouheze calls 
“the taste 1 have.” Love is not mute, especially when it Is 
silent: through the flesh. Its “taste,” its smells, its elastic- 
ity, its colors and its forms, through the grain of a skin, 
the distribution of hair, the total but ineffable sense of the 
person is transmitted to the other person; from one side 
and the other, this sense becomes a material and silent 
condensation of all language, of all the phrases said and 
to be said, of all the actions done and to be done. The 
two naked bodies, in the present instant, are the equiva- 
lent of an infinite discourse which they promise, tran- 
scend and instantly make useless.20 

Is this the man for whom language was a form of seduc- 
tion, for whom the Other was doomed to be either torturer 
or victim? Sartre himself has said that he has changed, 
chiefly, by his own account, because he found politics. It 
was the Spanish Civil War, then Hitler, that took him out of 
his preoccupation with the single for-itself, that made him 
loathe Nausea and The Flies with their self-centered he- 
roes. And it is Algeria and Vietnam that have kept him 
there. But, alas, the Sartre of political philosophy, the 
Marxist Sartre, remains an abstraction, and he remains 
an abstraction because, believing in the rootedness of all 
social life In individual praxis, he has nevertheless no 
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theory of such praxis that can found society on any con- 
crete immediacy of human beings existing with one an- 
other, in fellowship rather than in mutual isolation. Not 
that such fellowship is frequent or permanent; I am not 
suggesting some rosy idealism as the corrective of Sar- 
trean gloom. We do live mostly and most of the time in 
alienation from ourselves and others; we are swept along 
by the dialectic of the practico-inert. Yet if there were no 
other possibility, no moments, however rare, of a true and 
more immediate communion, there would be no human- 
ity, not even an unattainable ideal from which we might 
inevitably fall. In shame and fear, we saw, the Other looms 
up immediately, demoting me from maker of the world to 
object in his world. These are the passions which confirm 
loneliness, which underline the truth that each man is 
fated both to try to make himself and to fail to do so. But 
there are also passions which grow out of mutuaiity: out of 
a space in which two persons exist together, and in which 
each becomes himself out of and in that coexistence. The 
love of mother and infant, when it exists — not always, in- 
deed, but not perhaps as rarely as Sartre suggests — is 
one such passion, the one which founds, or ought to 
found, the lived spatiality of each of us. Another is the ma- 
ture coming together of two individuais in sexual love. 

Even hatred, the contrary of love, acknowledges, as 
shame and fear do not, the existence together, if in mutual 
rejection, of two persons: true enemies can respect one 
another as true lovers do. (i noted earlier that Sartre him- 
self acknowledges the latter point in a passing remark in 
the Critique.) What is essential in all such cases is the 
social space — the Mitweit — which I and Thou together 
have cleared for each of us. Only in such a space is human 
temporality, and therefore history, personal or social, 
possible. If Sartre has come to see this, and if he is yet to 



give philosophical expression to this insight, then the 
Cartesian Sartre will have been indeed transcended, and 
the man of words will have become something he was not, 
or did not earlier know he was to be. He will have con- 
quered his own rationalism, he will have discovered in 
earnest, and expressed philosophically, the active pas- 
sivity mentioned, indeed, but scarcely used, in the Cri- 
tique.^^ The place of Sartre in the history of philosophy is 
at least that of the last great Cartesian; for that alone his 
philosophical work is worth reading, again and again. 
What his place in intellectual history will finally be, how- 
ever, is a question still to be answered. On first reading 
The Idiot of the Family one is moved to puzzlement and to 
patience: we must wait and see. 
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